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BEYOND THE DROP

1. Abstract

This thesis explores the Dutch Hard Dance music community and how branding and
engagement are used as tools to create success of artists and brands on social media. Despite its
popularity, which can be noted for example by the performance of Hardstyle DJ Coone at the
Tomorrowland Mainstage 2018, the scene gained little attention in academic discourse. Furthermore,
in recent years, social media has gained significant importance in the repertoire of every marketing
manager. A mixed-method approach employing in-depth and expert interviews has collected insights
from thirteen participants: six industry professionals and seven fans. Four major themes were derived
through textual thematic analysis: 1) Crafting Brand Presentation, 2) Fan Interaction Dynamics, 3)
Integration of Presentation and Interaction, and 4) Offline Realm and Markets. The findings of this
research reveal, that both branding and engagement are crucial for the success of brands and artists
online. Industry professionals not only point out the importance of branding, but also that fan
engagement is increasingly becoming a vital element as well. These together nurture brand loyalty,
fan-brand connections and therefore the success of brands. Fans view social media, especially
Instagram, as an essential tool in creating perceptions about artists. While branding is important to
distinguish one’s brand in the oversaturated market, fans highly appreciate authenticity, engagement,
personal connection, and offline experiences with the music. In addition, there was a small gap in
priority for industry professionals; they slightly prioritized brand presentation, while fans tended to
focus more on music, general appearance, and personal experience with the brand as a whole. Fans
paid attention to the emotional connection with the artist and the brand by fans. In summary, with
social media, the way success is obtained has changed both online and offline. Social media in this
day and age can help the artist translate online popularity into offline success. The findings of this
study provide insights not only into the online success of branding and engagement but also into the
balance between tools in the online and offline realms. Whereas the virtual world does play an
important role, the real world, with its festivals, music, and personal experiences, can influence online
success as much as vice versa. Lastly it is essential to mention that fans want more personal and

authentic contact with the brands they admire.

KEYWORDS: Branding, Music Marketing, Hard Dance Music, Fan Engagement



Table of Contents

1. ADSTFACE auuueeneereeeeeeneeeseeersereesssesessossssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssasssasssses
2. TOEVOAUCTION a.eeeneeeeeaaaneennneeeneeeeenreeeeererreeeesssssssesessessasssssssssssseses
2.1 Hard Dance Music Industry .............ccoccooviiiiiiniiiiniinieiieieceeeeeiceeen
2.2 History of Music Marketing ..............cccccooiiiiiiniiiiniiniiieieccceceiceen
3. TheoreticAl FrAMEWOFK .uaaeeeneeeeeeeeeeneeeseeererrereansesssssssssesessssnes

3.1 Marketing in Music and Event

10

3.2 Success on Social Media

11

12

3.3 Engagement

3.3.1 Fan Engagement on Social Media.................coccooviniiininniniiicene,

.......................................... 12

13

3.4 Branding

3.4.1 Brand Identity ...........coocoiiiiiiiiniiic e
342 Brand IMAGE ..........oooveiiiiiiiiiiieieete et
343 Brand Loyalty ........ccccooiiiiiiiiiiiiic e
3.4.4 Emotional Branding................ccoccooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e

.......................................... 14
.......................................... 14
.......................................... 15
.......................................... 16

17

3.5 Branding and Engagement

3.6 Social Media Branding and Music Industry

4. MEtROAOIOZY c.cuueeenneevvnevivsnrissnrsssnresssrssssrsssssrsssssrsssssssssssssanes

4.1 Data Gathering

17

19

41,1 SAMPING......ooiiiiiiiiiii et e
4.1.2 Data cOlleCtion ...............cccvviiiiiiiiiiiiii e

4.2 Operationalization

.......................................... 19
.......................................... 21

21

4.3 Data Analysis

24

4.3.1 Reliability and VAHAIEY ...............ooereeeeeeeeeeeeoecessesesseeeeeeeeeeeesesssseseeeeseee

5. RESUILS oveeeaaannenneeeerreeeeneeereeererreesesssssssssessessssssssssssessesssssssssssssssasas

5.1 Crafting Brand Presentation

.......................................... 24

26

5.1.1 Establishing Visual and Thematic Consistency
512 Brand Identity ..........ccccooviiiiiiiiiiiie e
5.1.3 Building Emotional Connection through Branding

5.2 Fan Interaction Dynamics

............................................................................... 26
.......................................... 29
........................................................................ 31

5.2.1 Emotional Bonds with Fans........................ccoooiiiiiiiiii e

5.2.2 Behavioural Participation and Interaction...................c..cccoceviniennne

4



5.2.3 Informative Engagement with Content...................oooiiiiiiiiiiiiiniii e 36

5.3 Integration of Presentation and Interaction 37
5.3.1 Maintaining AuthentiCity ..............coooiiiiiiiiiiiii ettt 38

5.3.2 Interaction-driven Brand Adaptation ..................occooiiiiiiiiiiiiini e 40

5.3.3 Cultivating long-term Loyalty................cooiiiiiiiiiiii et s 41

5.4 Offline Realm and Markets 42
5.4.1 Market DYIAIICS .......c..ooiuiiiiiiiiiiiiieiierie ettt ettt e st st et e bt e bt e e bt e satesabeesabesabeesaaeenbeenseeans 42

5.4.2 IMPACE OF IMUSIC ....cveeiiiiiiieiie ettt et et et e st e et e e s it e ebeesbbeebeenbeesabeesaeesane 43

5.4.3 Interplay of Offline and Online Realm ....................coooiiiiiiiii e 44

6. DUSCUSSION «avnnneeevsnerosserosererossssiosssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssessssssssssssssnsssssnes 47
6.1 Crafting Brand Presentation.................cocooiiiiiiiiiiiiiii ettt ettt e 48

6.2 Fan Interaction DYNAMIUCS ............coooiiiiiiiiiiiiieie ettt sttt st sbeesaeeen 49

6.3 Integration of Presentation and Interaction ...............c..cocoiriiiiiiniiiiiiiii e 50

6.4 Offline Realms and MAarkets .................cooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiceee et 51

7. CONCIUSION.acnaaennneenonnernnnaenssannssnisssasrsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssessssssssnsssssssssssnes 53
7.1 Academical IMPLICAtIONS. ..........cociiiiiiiiiiiiiiee ettt sttt s e st e sbeesaeeeas 53

7.2 Practical IMPLICAtIONS ..........cooouiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieet ettt ettt st e st st e st e e sbeenaeeens 54

T3 LAMEEATION ..ottt ettt ettt et sttt e be st ne bttt esbe e ae 54
TAFUture ReSearch ..ottt 54

8 REfOFEHCE LiSt.uuunnuneeeenerossuerossuencsssnncsssnssssansssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssessssssssssssssnsssssnes 56
Appendix A. INTErVIEW OVEFVIEW ......cueveeevsuercssarissssisssssissssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnssss 60
Appendix B: Final TREMALIC MAP .....eueeueeeeonneeossuenossarisssanssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss 66
Appendix C. List of Brands in the Hard Dance MUuSiC SCENE...........uueeeeeuereseeroseerosesrossnsnes 67
Appendix D. Interview CONSENE FOFNL ......uuocueeeeoneernsuriissurissssrissssnsssssnssssssssssssssssssssssssssssses 68



2. Introduction

In an age, where social media is part of every facet of live, reshaping how people connect,
communicate and consume, their influence on marketing and branding is undeniable. The Dutch Hard
Dance music community, a dedicated and rapidly growing community, has not been immune to these
changes. With festivals drawing thousands of fans and new artists emerging every day the role of
effective branding and engagement has become more vital than ever for the success of brands online
and offline.

Between the years 2021 and 2023 alone, the export of Dutch Dance music has risen by 231%
NL Times, 2023). This increase shows that the export of Dutch Dance music plays a crucial role in
the music industry worldwide (NL Times, 2023). Hard Dance music, also known as Harder Styles or
Hardstyle, is part of the Dutch Dance music industry. The term Hard Dance music is an overarching
description for an array of Dance music above 150BPM including Hardcore, Hardstyle, and Raw
Hardstyle. The Hardcore music genre, where later Hardstyle and further sub-genres originated from,
was developed in the underground music scene of Rotterdam, and has gained popularity over the last
25 years (Muhs et al., 2020, p. 166). Additionally, Defqon.1 Weekend Festival, a Harder Styles event,
is the largest dance festival in the Netherlands, and the Dutch event organizer Q-dance is credited with
coining the term Hardstyle (Muhs et al., 2020, p. 166). This further highlights its importance in Dutch
society. The growth of the genre is evident, as demonstrated by Hardstyle artists such as Coone
headlining Tomorrowland's mainstage and making history. Furthermore, popular artists like Hardwell
and Timmy Trumpet are incorporating higher BPMs into their sets, which is contributing to the
genre's increasing popularity (Q-dance, 2018). The Dutch Hard Dance music community refers
therefore to the music genre, that has spread from the Netherlands all over the world but is
nevertheless predominantly popular in the Dutch realm. However, fans, that are part of the
community, online and offline can be found in many different countries all over Europe and the
world.

Additionally, to the increasing importance of Dutch Hard Dance music in the world, social
media has become a leading tool for marketing in the creative industries. It has become more vital
than ever for brands, artists and event organizers to be present on social media platforms, like
Instagram and TikTok, being able to create a convincing and cohesive online brand presentation. For
this, two tools, have become especially significant. On the one hand for the interaction with audiences
online, and on the other hand for overall presentation on social media: branding and engagement.
These are frequently used in creating a successful brand presentation in the online realm and have
therefore become vital for the success of brands online.

Research within this community can shed light on the cultural impact of fan engagement and
branding in the changing digital landscape. Moreover, it can help to explain how the concepts of

engagement contribute to the overall success of brands in the industry, creating a deeper
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understanding of how this relates to branding. Due to the oversaturated market in the Electronic
Dance music industry in general, branding and engagement have become increasingly important tools
to connect with audiences online and therefore create a successful brand. This leads to the objective of
this research aiming to understand the relationship between branding, engagement and online success
of brands and artists on social media within the Dutch Hard Dance music scene. To successfully
examine this topic in a broader manner and gain a deeper understanding about the dynamics in the
digital realm it is crucial to examine both fans that are active on social media and industry
professionals. Thus, this research addresses the following question:

RQ: How are branding and fan engagement utilized on social media as tools to create success in the

Dutch Hard Dance music community?

To provide a more structured answer to this overarching question, two sub-questions are
introduced:

1) How is branding and engagement perceived by fans in the Dutch Hard Dance music scene in
creating the success of brands?

2) How is branding and engagement perceived by industry professionals in the Dutch Hard Dance
music scene in creating success of brands?

This research aims to contribute to the academic discussion by examining a music genre that
has received little attention despite its growing importance in recent years. Additionally, previous
research on engagement and branding in music has primarily focused on platforms such as Myspace
and Facebook (Salo et al., 2013, p. 23; Hollebeek, 2014, p. 154; Zheng et al., 2014, p. 90). However,
the rise of new social media platforms like Instagram and TikTok has drastically changed the online
marketing landscape. Social media platforms are no longer solely for posting holiday photos and
funny dance videos. In today's competitive landscape, companies must differentiate themselves,
connect with consumers, and build long-term loyalty (Zheng et al., 2014, p. 99). Therefore, the goal is
to understand how branding and engagement as tools on social media platforms create the success of
brands, including artists, music labels and events online and offline.

As a theoretical base for this research the engagement concepts Consumer Brand Engagement
(Hollebeek et al., 2014) and Digital Content Marketing (Hollebeek et al., 2019) are used, adding the
Uses and Gratification theory alongside the four key aspects of online interaction by Smith and
Gallicano (2015) to fully grasp the dynamics of engagement online. The concepts of engagement are
then translated to the dynamics of the Dutch Hard Dance music community. Furthermore, branding is
operationalized through the concepts of brand identity, brand image and brand loyalty as well as
emotional branding to create a framework to understand how these overarching aspects of a brands’
presence online aid the way they are perceived and therefore how their success is created in this new

environment of marketing. Lastly, the theoretical framework delves further into the



interconnectedness of branding and engagement as intertwining concepts and lays a foundation for the
understanding of social media marketing in the music industry.

To answer the research question successfully, 13 interviews, with fans and industry
professionals in the Dutch Hard Dance music industry were conducted. The data derived from the
mixed-method approach of semi-structured expert interviews and in-depths interviews served as the
foundation for the subsequent analysis and will be further discussed in the results section of this
thesis. The following section of this chapter provides a foundational explanation about the history of
the Hard Dance music industry alongside the origin of the signature sound and the history of music

marketing.

2.1 Hard Dance Music Industry

Originating from the Netherlands in the 1980s and 1990s, Hardcore music initially reacted to
the media attention arising from the House scene found in Amsterdam. DJs in Rotterdam developed a
harder style of house music namely Hardcore or Gabberhouse (van der Hoeven, 2012, p. 322). This
was fast-paced sound with aggressive beats, quickly gained popularity within the global rave
underground. The Gabber culture developed a distinctive style in tracksuits, Nike Air Max trainers,
and shaved heads. When mainstream attention and commercial success grew, the scene started to
retreat even further underground. Nevertheless, despite these challenges, the Gabberhouse legacy
continues to influence the Hardcore music scene as part of todays Dutch Electronic music landscape
(van der Hoeven, 2012, p. 322). In the early years of the 2000s, Gabberhouse progressed into a more
accessible style of music, namely Hardstyle (Nye, 2021, p. 149).

In 2002, the Dutch event company Q-dance coined not only the term Hardstyle but also the
music genre overall (Muhs et al., 2020, p. 166). This already delivers an explanation on how closely
linked the music and event industries are within the country. In their research, Muhs et al. (2020)
explain the importance of subcultures, such as the weekend warriors of the event Defqon.1 Weekend
Festival, as part of the motivation to attend the festival but also to create a sense of belonging and
community (p.167). As they further elaborate, these communities form through "collective
experiences, the atmosphere of social equality, intimacy, and togetherness" (Muhs et al., 2020, p.
167). While the researchers did not directly interpret how this particular form of branding and fan
engagement influences online success, this study aims to extends that research. It seeks to understand

how this form of engagement and branding is cultivated into successful online marketing strategies.

2.2 History of Music Marketing

Social media marketing in music is based upon traditional marketing in music. Therefore, for
the thorough comprehension of this research it is crucial to provide a basic understanding of the
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historical context of music marketing. The historical journey of music dates back to 3000 BC, where
it developed until the first noted mass marketing of music following European Christianity. Within
this, Georgian music with its set notation was especially open for replication. This allowing the
church and other religious authorities to facilitate a unification providing the first form of mass
marketing in music due to their promotion as direct words from heaven (Ogden et al., 2011, p. 121).
The birth of the recording era in the late 19th century, and later the emergence of radio in 1920,
changed entirely the face of music into that of an effectively consumed product by the 20th century.
Some milestones, like Napster and the appearance of the first iPod, have further changed consumption
and promotional strategies. What used to be an act of performance has now turned into a commodity
to sell (Ogden et al., 2011, p. 123). The authors describe the early evolution of music as intended to be
people-centric, which helped in accomplishing affective ties with the those (Ogden et al., 2011, p.
124).

The evolution of music into a mass consumed product was followed by a radical shift in the
late 70s and early 80s where marketing strategy orientation changed to a more consumer-preferences
centric approach. This move included focusing on understanding the consumer, therefore, having
greater chances of selling what represented the consumers' demands (Kuyucu, 2021, p. 15). During
the 20™ century, the differentiation of media from radio, television, and, more recently, digital media
has changed the overall approach to marketing in music. Music marketing in the digital age has
dramatically transformed since the discovery of the iPod and then the birth of streaming platforms,
such as Spotify. It was further developed through the invention of social media platforms (Kuyucu,
2021, p. 16). Whilst traditional marketing was about a message going out to a large audience,
followed by a long wait to get a reaction in form of a song or ticket purchase, social media platforms
provide a significant shorter feedback loop for brands leading to a more strategic and targeted
marketing approach (Kuyucu, 2021, p. 16). This historic evolution underscores the important shift
towards consumer-centric approaches, resulting in today’s digital age where social media enables
more strategic, targeted and immediate music marketing efforts.

In conclusion, Hard Dance music can be characterized by its fast-paced signature sound
above 150BPM, originating from the Netherlands. The community is unique and has received little
attention in academic discourse, making it an interesting subject to examine. Furthermore, music
marketing dates back all the way to early Christianity and has developed through the invention of the
first iPod, Napster and Spotify as well as social media platforms. Today these platforms play a crucial
role in the way music is consumed, experiences and marketed, creating the foundation of this

research. The next chapter focusses on providing the theoretical foundation for the analysis.



3. Theoretical Framework

This chapter lays the theoretical foundation for this research. Firstly, it explains the concepts
of marketing in music and event as well as success on social media. Secondly, it delves into the
concept engagement with the three level of engagement and the Uses and Gratification theory; and
branding with the theories around brand identity, brand image, brand loyalty and emotional branding.
Lastly, this chapter provides a theoretical overview over the connection between branding and

engagement before concluding on social media’s role in branding within the music and event industry.

3.1 Marketing in Music and Event

Marketing in general is defined as: “the process of identifying needs and satisfying these
needs with suitable goods or services, through product design, distribution and promotion, either as a
business or as a non-profit-making organisation” (Colin, 2020, p. 167). Furthermore, the last decade
has seen the era of internet and social media takeover, completely revolutionizing the traditional
marketing landscape, also in music and event. When it comes to social media marketing three critical
aspects were found by researchers: “advertising, creating brand presence, and using word-of-mouth
for promotion” (Oklobdzija, 2015, p. 585). Additionally, event marketing differs from traditional
marketing with the product that is being marketed is an experience. Music festivals are a value-added
product, which means the marketing approach has to be different and focus on how its unique values
will be passed on to its consumers (Oklobdzija, 2015, p. 587). Such fact emphasizes the importance of
experiential marketing, a strategic way of getting the customer involved through immersive and
memorable experiences with a product or service. Experiential marketing goes a step further than
traditional forms of marketing, verbally embracing emotional connections, smelling, tasting, seeing,
or feeling the product (Muthiah & Suja, 2013, p. 33). This approach is considering personal relevance.
Experiential marketing tries to make a long-lasting impression, establish brand loyalty, and provoke
word-of-mouth praise. The approach harnesses the power of storytelling, sensory stimuli, and
interactive elements to evoke positive emotions, foster brand affinity, and set businesses apart in
competitive markets (Muthiah & Suja, 2013, p. 33; Oklobdzija, 2015, p. 587).

Furthermore, research has investigated the transformation of digital marketing in the music
industry in recent years. They found that it is especially important for music artists to build a
successful online presentation to stand out in the competitive online music market (Murphy & Hume,
2023, p. 4). These developments online have created a need for music stakeholders to leverage digital
marketing techniques, social media strategies and digital partnerships to succeed in this evolving
market (Murphy & Hume, 2023, p. 5). Therefore, it becomes evident, that social media marketing is a
crucial aspect in every music stakeholder’s career. This means nowadays, artists have to be able to
partake in the competition online, creating the need for new skills outside of the traditional music

production. (Murphy & Hume, 2023, p. 4). The importance of marketing in the music and event sector
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becomes clear through the theories discussed. It differs from traditional marketing primarily in the

product that is marketed. Namely an experience and a feeling.

3.2 Success on Social Media

As a brand, including artists and events, success plays the focal role online and offline. Every
step of their strategies online and offline is created to sell music, event tickets or other of the brands’
products. Therefore, success can be measured through metrics such as likes, shares and comments on
social media, but also in form of ticket sales and music streams. However, success is a multi-faced
concept, while it is characterized by the increase of monetary reward or listeners, it can also be
measured in public appreciation, achieving a professional image as well as creative success (Chetan &
lancu, 2023, p. 119). Music artists and brands can find success through the support and engagement of
online communities. These communities foster long-term relationships, resulting in higher levels of
brand love and engagement (Guerreiro et al., 2020, p. 481). Furthermore, visual aspects can positively
influence how music is perceived by the audience and branding can provide a form of market
differentiation, which nowadays is viewed as crucial by industry professionals due to the overflowing
market (Chetan & lancu, 2023, p. 123). Therefore, success of brands in the music industry online, is
influenced by the overall brand presentation, as well as engagement of the audience. This shows that
success is something subjective. While it can be measured in numbers, such as likes, follows, shares
or booking requests for music events, it is an individual and multi-faced concept. In the context of this
research, the ideas of Chetan and lancu (2023) and Guerreiro (2020) will guide the examination of
success. Furthermore, the participants personal understanding of success plays a crucial role when
trying to understand this concept in the digital realm. Therefore, the perceived success of industry
professionals and fans in form of visibility and recognizability creates the fundamental understanding
of the concept success in this case.

While the majority of existing research, both inside and outside of the music industry research
online is focussing on the metrics of success on social media (Edlom, 2022; Kim & Kang, 2022;
Saboo et al., 2016) this research aims to understand what parts of the interactions between brands and
fans are factors leading to online and offline success in the Dutch Hard Dance music community. This
research delves into understanding success from two key perspectives: the strategies that resonate
with fans on social media and capture their attention, as well as the critical elements that industry
professionals prioritize. By examining these aspects, the aim is to uncover the nuanced dynamics of
branding and engagement as tools to create success of stakeholders in the music industry. The
methods chapter will provide a detailed discussion on the operationalization of success measurement

as it pertains to this study.
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3.3 Engagement
3.3.1 Fan Engagement on Social Media

The term engagement represents a mental state resulting from interactive processes between
audiences and a brand, developed through cognitive, emotional, and behavioural activities (Brodie et
al., 2011, p. 257; Smith & Gallicano, 2015, p. 89; Hollebeek et al., 2014, p. 154). The significance of
engagement lies in its ability to improve brand perceptions, encourage audience participation, and
foster loyal followers who work with professionals to enhance the value of the product (Deuze, 2007,
p- 246). Engagement is a multifaceted concept, although participants in research studies may not
explicitly label it as such. Instead, they commonly describe it using terms like "being involved" or
"active" when discussing their interactions on social media platforms (Smith & Gallicano, 2015, p.
84). Hollebeek et al. (2014) identify three aspects of engagement: cognitive, behavioural, and
emotional, which explain how consumers and brands interact with each other (p. 154). Cognitive
engagement refers to the consumer's thoughts during a specific interaction with a brand. Behavioural
engagement refers to actions such as liking, sharing, or commenting. Emotional engagement is the
strongest dimension within this concept, elaborating on the level of positive brand-related impact and
emotional response caused by a product online (Hollebeek et al., 2014, p. 154). The research of this
thesis aims to understand how the three level of engagement are used and perceived by both industry
professionals and participating fans in the Dutch Hard Dance music scene. This, for example can be
seen in form of likes, shares and comments for behavioural engagement, the aim to seek information
about brands within the industry regarding cognitive engagement or emotional responses to content
for emotional engagement.

Building on that, when discussing engagement activities, participants highlighted four key
concepts central to their online interactions: “(a) information consumption, (b) sense of presence, (¢)
interest immersion, and (d) social interaction” (Smith & Gallicano, 2015, p. 85). Information
consumption was described as actively seeking out personally relevant information, reflecting a desire
to stay informed and educated (Smith & Gallicano, 2015, p. 85). Sense of presence in this case is
defined as a cognitive attachment to online experiences, particularly enjoying deep immersion and
awareness of one's connectedness, although this was seen occasionally as habitual. Interest immersion
refers to exploring material important to oneself, paired with interaction; this consists of liking,
sharing, and advocating for the information/products (Smith & Gallicano, 2015, p. 85). Participants
expressed a sense of self-actualization through advocating personal interests and influencing others,
especially in cases of dissatisfaction. Lastly, social interaction is a significant driver of engagement,
with participants valuing the opportunity to connect with others, share experiences, and communicate
in ways not typically possible with offline information (Smith & Gallicano, 2015, p. 85). A significant
amount of the engagement is based on a desire for social connection and validation, as participants of

the study stated that they were honestly interested in knowing people and sharing things of value with
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them (Smith & Gallicano, 2015, p. 85). The four engagement activities noted by Smith & Gallicano
(2015) are an extension of Hollebeek et al.'s (2014) three levels of engagement. While these can be
sorted within those levels, they give further insight that helps in more profound understanding of the
engagement dynamics. Additionally, it is essential to recognize the motives behind social media use
when trying to understand engagement online. The Uses and Gratification theory explains why
individuals use these platforms. The theory is based on the idea that three motives—authenticity, the
hedonic, and functional motives—gratify a specific need and desire of an individual when interacting
on social media platforms (Demmers et al. 2020, p. 55; Hollebeek et al., 2019, p. 31).

Hollebeek (2019) relates the concept of Consumer Brand Engagement to the Uses and
Gratification Theory and its development connecting the ideas in Digital Content Marketing (p. 33).
Thereby, it states that every dimension of engagement is associated with two dominant motives:
emotional engagement is led by the authenticity and hedonic motives, whereas cognitive level is
related to the authenticity and functional motives. The behavioural dimension, lastly, is associated
with the functional and hedonic motive (Demmers et al., 2020, p. 56; Hollebeek et al., 2019, p. 33).
Within the framework of the Uses and Gratification theory, the functional motive addresses the desire
to gather information about a brand to influence purchase decisions, while the hedonic motive
encompasses the emotional aspects and experiential desire for entertainment, diversion, and relaxation
among consumers. Moreover, the authenticity motive not only reflects the quest for genuine content
in today's information overload but also serves to foster connections, trust, credibility, and sense-
making between brands and fans (Hollebeek et al., 2019, p. 31).

This creates new level of depth when examining the concept of engagement. By
understanding the psychological motivations that are based on individual social interaction, it is
possible to examine not only the impact, but more importantly, its origin of engagement. It therefore
explains the needs that are satisfied by interacting with a brand.

To conclude this section, engagement is a multifaced concept. To fully grasp the complex
community online and be able to understand the behaviour of fans and the impact of it on engagement
strategies online, the three level of engagement by Hollebeek et al. (2014) are provided as the
foundation. Building upon that and therefore delivering new layers for the analysis, the key concepts
for online interaction by Smith and Gallicano (2015) and the Digital Content Marketing concept by
Hollebeek et al. (2019) are introduced. These two concepts aid to further analyse the gathered data of
this research and therefore better understand engagement as whole in the Dutch Hard Dance music

industry.

3.4 Branding

Branding is a complex concept, which can not only be applied to the traditional way to goods

or services, but also to places, events, artists, cultural products and many more. Within that, cultural
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products, also including music and events, are categorized as experiential goods prioritizing symbolic,
hedonic, and aesthetic qualities over functional attributes during consumption (Fira, 2022, p. 72).
These experiential products have a symbolic nature that “conveys ideas, symbols, and ways of life”
(Muthiah & Suja, 2013, p. 33; Fira, 2022, p. 72). Relating to this, research has found that both brand
attachment, as a crucial part of branding and experiential goods drive through the emotional
interaction with a brand (Fira, 2022, p. 72). Branding as a concept encompasses various aspects of a
brand's online representation, including brand identity, brand image, and brand loyalty. In recent
years, emotional branding has also gained increasing importance. These concepts will be further

explained in the following chapter.

3.4.1 Brand Identity

According to D. Aaker, brand identity is a unique set of associations created or intended by
the developers of a brand that represents the value of a brand and promises offered to consumers by
members of a company (lanenko et al., 2020, p. 2; Janonis et al., 2007, p. 70). J.-N. Kapferer refers to
brand identity as the definition of the uniqueness of the brand's facets and value propositions (Ianenko
et al., 2020, p. 2; Janonis et al., 2007, p. 70). L. de Chernatoni refers to the element of differentiation,
mentioning that brand identity reflects the character, objectives, and values that uniquely differentiate
a given brand (lanenko et al., 2020, p. 2).

Brand Identity is one of the essential components of a brand and the strategic marketing
concept for the organization. There are two steps in creating a brand identity. First and foremost is to
make sure that the identity is in line with the marketing strategy and that the unique differences
between the company's brand and the competitors are highlighted. Consumers should also be able to
objectively identify the brand. Another point is to create a brand identity and develop the perception
of a brand the way the developers intended to (Ianenko et al., 2020, p. 2, Janonis et al., 2007, p. 70).
Janonis et al. (2007) further discuss this idea and say that brand identity consists of values, goals, and

moral perceptions, creating a core body that is different from other brands (p. 70).

3.4.2 Brand Image

That said, a brand's identity is shaped in great detail by a few elements in the brand's
ecosystem. Core to the brand's presence is the goods or products that it sells, for not only do they
distinguish the brand from all other competitors, but they also act as clarion calls to the consumers of
its values and quality standards (Janonis et al., 2007, p. 71). A brand sign, usually embodied in a logo
or graphical representation, is a critical element in the transmission of brand personality and values
that fosters the identification of and connections with the brand by consumers. Some products

function as identity prototypes by exemplifying essential brand attributes and providing consistency
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across various product categories (Janonis et al., 2007, p. 71). Further, the brand's values, that is, its
mission, purpose, and core beliefs from which it emanates, must become the foundation upon which
all communication and action arise. Well-thought communication plans that present those values and
narratives to the consumer can lead to branding partnerships in the minds of the target audience and
customers, promoting strong brand loyalty (Janonis et al., 2007, p. 71). Furthermore, the prominent
people involved with the brand, whether the brand ambassadors or the organizational figures have a
significant role in implementing the values and personality of the brand in creating human contact
with the consumers and in ensuring the brand's identity is reinforced (Janonis et al., 2007, p. 71).
Also, brand identity and brand image play a significant role in the formation of the brand.
While brand identity refers to how a brand wants to be perceived by the consumer, brand image,
however, refers to how the brand is actually perceived by the consumers based on their interaction and
experiences with them (Janonis et al., 2007, p. 75). The two concepts of brand identity and brand
image are related, and it is stated that the former forms the basis for the latter. Consistency between
brand identity and image becomes critical in developing consumer trust and loyalty (Janonis et al.,
2007, 75). It is when a brand's values and beliefs, i.e., its identity, can relate to those consumers
perception toward it (its image) that leads to a strong and positive brand reputation. Proper brand
management involves maintaining brand identity in all touch points: advertising, packaging, customer
services, and the overall brand experience (Janonis et al., 2007, p. 75). The strong point of
maintaining the same voice or identity for a brand relevant to consumers is that the brand can
somehow inherit the unique and pleasing image that will distinguish it from others and build an

excellent brand-to-customer relationship that will last long (Janonis et al., 2007, p. 75).

3.4.3 Brand Loyalty

Brand loyalty is a very integral aspect of the branding concept. The term, when
conceptualized, refers to the “ultimate relationship and level of identification between the consumer
and the brand” (Keller, 2008, p. 3). Erdogmus and Cigek (2012) elaborate on how brands create a
relationship with consumers and, because of this distinctiveness of being positive and memorable in
their minds and among those of a more significant market segment, they develop an attitude of a 'have
to' feeling about the brand. This loyalty eventually produces sales revenues, market share, and
profitability for the companies, allowing them to expand or at least continue operating in the market
(p. 1354).

The value proposition created by the brand extends deep into consumer brand loyalty. It is the
values, ideas, benefits, and advantages formed through the interaction with the brand and its products
that create loyalty among the consumers. Moreover, with the use of multiple social media venues and
applications, brand loyalty is promoted among consumers (Erdogmus & Cigek 2012, p. 1358).

Consumers now expect novelty, variety, and exclusivity in their brand experiences that can be
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achieved on social media through more significant interaction with entertaining, participative, and
exciting content and applications that organizations can develop to interact with their target audience
(Erdogmus & Cigek 2012, p. 1359). Brands and campaigns must strive to offer humour and
originality, experiences that set them apart and connect with the interests of their consumers. This
requires brands to keep up to date with their consumer preferences and what is trending to remain
relevant and keep contact with the target audience on these multiple social media platforms
(Erdogmus & Cigek, 2012, p. 1359).

Additionally, trust plays a crucial role as a critical precursor to brand loyalty. Online
communities, as a social structure, positively impact both trust and loyalty in consumers (Laroche et
al., 2013, p. 78). Improved relationships between brand members would increase brand trust among
themselves and, through that, directly enhance brand loyalty. This should be interpreted that the
moderating effect of brand trust enables the translation of the brand community effect into brand

loyalty (Laroche et al., 2013, p. 78).

3.4.4 Emotional Branding

This form of branding has become evidentially more important in recent years within
marketing. Emotional branding has increasingly become more important to build a strong brand in the
highly competitive online markets of social media platforms, such as Instagram. Utilizing emotions in
branding strategies as tool to create a deeper and stronger bond with the audience has become more
attractive than ever (Ekber Akgiin et al., 2013, p. 504). Considering this, emotional branding can be
defined as a “company's approach that appeals to the affective state of its target audience in order to
increase brand loyalty” (Kim & Sulliban, 2019, p. 2). These strategies do not only play into the idea
of emotional connection between a brand and its consumers, but also into how the consumer feel that
they can identity personally with the brand. Authenticity shows to be a crucial part of emotional
branding, fostering deeper meaning and increased commitment (Kim & Sulliban, 2019, p. 4).
Research on emotional branding mostly refers to how the consumers are attached to the brand, rather
than how emotions are used to evoke brand loyalty and engagement from the consumer. However,
research conducted on the marketing strategies of Coca Cola provides insight of the positive effects of
emotional marketing on brand attachment and brand loyalty. In the case of Coca Cola, the marketing
campaign strategically evoked feelings of warmth and happiness in their target audience using
specific wording and imagery (Gao, 2022, p. 294). Even though, there is no distinct research on
emotional branding in music on social media yet, this example can provide a first glimpse of how a
brand can use emotions, such as joy, but also nostalgia, unity, and love to create a deeper and stronger

bond with their audience.
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3.5 Branding and Engagement

Researchers have found that brand loyalty and engagement have a strong influence on each
other (Helme-Guizon & Magnoni, 2019, p. 720; Zheng et al., 2014, p. 99). It refers to the need for
maintaining a long-term relationship by creating positive associations with a brand and the consumer-
brand relationship. This concept can be further divided into two dimensions: behavioural loyalty and
attitudinal loyalty (Zheng et al., 2014, p. 92). The behavioural dimension refers to the continuous
purchase intentions of a brand's product or service, while attitudinal loyalty identifies the shared
values in the relationship with a brand. (Zheng et al., 2014, p. 92). In connection with engagement,
research has shown, that community commitment and the way fans are engaged in the brand is
strongly influenced by branding (Fira, 2022, p. 89)

Social media offers brands a new way of connecting with their customers, with providing
information, customer service, special offers and entertainment (Helme-Guizon & Magnoni, 2019, p.
716). Since the introduction of WEB 2.0, the way products are marketed has drastically changed.
Platforms like Instagram are no longer just entertainment tools; brands now use brand-hosted social
media pages to actively market their products through innovative strategies (Helme-Guizon &
Magnoni, 2019, p. 716). These new tools have enormous potential to enhance brand loyalty in turn
helps to build brand communities through engagement (Zheng et al., 2014, p. 99). Additionally,
engaging with customers via social media platforms can improve brand-consumer relations (Helme-
Guizon & Magnoni, 2019, p. 720). Therefore, users who share values and have favorable beliefs
about a brand-hosted account are also emotionally tied and perceive interactions with the brand as
rewarding and fulfilling. (Helme-Guizon & Magnoni, 2019, p. 722; Park & Ha, 2021, p. 91; Zheng et
al., 2014, p. 99).

Furthermore, Samarah et al. (2021) looked at the interplay of brand interactivity and
consumer brand engagement. Taking the concept of CBE and examine the interplay with core
concepts of branding, this means brand loyalty as well as brand interactivity (p. 651). In their study,
they found, that brand interactivity is positively influenced by all three levels of engagement, meaning
emotional, cognitive and behaviour. Moreover, they overall found, that engagement is strongly related
to the development of brand trust and the behaviour aspect of brand loyalty (Samarah et al., 2021, p.
658). The research revealed that customers are more inclined to interact with a brand on social media

when they perceive it as highly engaging (Samarah et al., 2021, p. 658).

3.6 Social Media Branding and Music Industry

Salo et al. (2013) investigated the significance of social media as a marketing tool in the
music industry (p. 23). In addition to consumer motives, the quality of content is a crucial factor in
successful branding on social media platforms (Salo et al., 2013, p. 23). The authors identified four

consumer motives for social media use among participants in music communities: “reinforcement of
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social identity, a sense of affinity with other members, participation, and two-way interaction through
user-generated content” (p. 26). Salo et al. (2013) explored these aspects in Myspace and Facebook
(p- 29), while Donham et al. (2022) expanded the research to include Instagram as a marketing
platform in the music industry (p. 326). According to Donham et al. (2022), successful branding
within the industry relies on “direct-to-consumer fanbases, hosting conversations, and creating deep,
meaningful, and long-lasting connections” (p. 326). Additionally, Hudson et al. (2015) highlight the
importance of social media in music festival branding, specifically the direct relevance of emotional
attachment for social media marketing (p. 74). They found out, that emotional attachment has a
positive influence on word-of-mouth and social interaction as well as brand loyalty and brand
relationship quality on social media (Hudson et al., 2015, p. 74). This further underlines the ideas of
the importance of emotional branding in the context of the music industry.

In conclusion this framework provides the theoretical fundament of the analysis of this
research. To understand the dynamics of the Dutch Hard Dance music community and the importance
of branding and engagement as tools to create success of brands online. The concept of Hollebeek et
al. (2014) provides the fundament of the theoretical frame of engagement, building upon that, the
concept of Smith and Gallicano (2015) provide another nuance to the understanding of the multifaced
idea of engagement. Lastly, with adding the Uses and Gratification theory to the definition of
engagement, the psychological side of user engagement and their needs behind that creates a deeper
layer to examine that topic in the light of the Dutch Hard Dance music community.

Branding as the second concept in this research is differentiated in brand identity, brand
image and brand loyalty, three important aspect that shape the brand presentation online.
Additionally, to this, the concept of emotional branding is introduced to cater to the specificity of a
music community. Since the research is conducted on social media in the music industry, the
theoretical ideas of Salo et al. (2013); Donham (2022) and Hudson et al. (2015) provide a theoretical

understanding of social media marketing in the music industry.
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4. Methodology

To address the research question effectively, a qualitative research approach has been
selected. This approach allows for flexible examination of the data and design, enabling a thorough
analysis. As Boeije (2010, p. 32) claims, this approach can be instrumental in probing, clarifying, and
portraying new social phenomena, together with the participants' perspective. The research aims to
study the relationship between fan engagement and branding in the Dutch Hard Dance music industry
and how these tools are utilized to create success in the digital realm. This was realized through semi-
structured interviews aimed at collecting the respondents' perceptions regarding the objective of this
research. The interviews provided some structured format using a list of specific questions. Yet they
were held flexible to further explore the topics in depth and open to eventual changes (Brennen, 2017,
p- 33). This was realized through questions being moved around, making more time go into one area
or making follow-up questions a little more thorough to clarify an answer (Brennen, 2017, p. 33). The
final interview guides for industry professionals and fans can be found in Appendix A. The
subsequential methodology chapter guides through the process of data gathering operationalization

and data analysis of this research.

4.1 Data Gathering
4.1.1 Sampling

To answer the research question, the sampling incorporated two groups: fans and industry
professionals. The selection of these two groups of participants was done based on sampling criteria
to best capture a comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the online dynamics of industry

professionals and fans in the Dutch Hard Dance music community.

4.1.1.1 Rationale for Sampling

Industry professionals, such as artists, event promoters, and organizers, social media
managers and content creators, are pivotal stakeholders in influencing and shaping branding strategies
and fan engagement practices in the Hard Dance scene. Ultimately, their insights were invaluable in
comprehending the overarching strategies employed to foster brand loyalty, cultivate an image, and
establish an identity, all with first-hand experience and expertise in handling dynamics of the industry.
Additionally, insight into branding—its conceptualization, execution, and perception in the industry—
were provided through interviews with industry professionals and how this affect fan engagement and
create online success.

It is essential, on the other side, that fans were also included in this study; supporters form an
essential piece of the audience ecosystem in the Hard Dance music scene. They actively participate in

online talks, share content, and get involved with artists and events over social media. Their voices are
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critical in understanding the reception and interpretation of the brand efforts within a fan community.
They can provide an understanding of what leads them to engage with the brand, how they perceive
brands imagery online and what makes them loyal to a brand. This study interviewed fans active on
social media to understand their views on branding within the industry and the effects of branding on
their involvement with artists, events, and the larger community.

Hence, the sampling strategy included both industry professionals and fans on social media,
which allowed for a broad understanding of how branding and engagement are utilized to create
success in the Dutch Hard Dance music scene. The used research approach enhanced depth and
breadth of the analysis, therefore successfully covering all aspects of the research question at hand. In
this regard, there were six in-depth interviews with professionals and seven with fans conducted. Fans
were purposively selected based on their involvement and the integration into the Hard Dance music
community and their online activity using social media platforms like Instagram and TikTok.
Furthermore, industry professionals were purposevly selceted based on their profession and

significance in the industry (Campbell et al., 2020, pp. 653).

4.1.1.2 Participant Selection Criteria

The selection of participants for this study was purposively and was guided by specific
criteria tailored to capture diverse perspectives and experiences within the Dutch Hard Dance music
scene. The participants in this study were contacted through the researchers personal network,
Instagram, LinkedIn, and E-mail, as well as by accessing active fans and industry professionals who
meet the selection criteria. A total of 13 interviews were carried out in this study. Out of these, 12
were held online via Zoom face-to-face, and one in a written form since the time was challenging to
be found at the end of the professional. All participants consented to being part of this research by
signing the consent form that can be found in Appendix D.

Six of those interviews were expert interviews with industry professionals, in which the
interviewees have been carefully chosen based on their significant experience and involvement in the
Dutch Hard Dance music industry. This criterion ensured that each participant has deep knowledge
and insights into the dynamics of the industry. Furthermore, each industry professional has a direct
connection to social media management or marketing, all while still being diverse in the positing in
the industry. By recruiting artists, social media managers of music labels, booking agencies, and
content creators, there was a better understanding over the dynamics in the digital realm of this music
scene created. As such, these critical stakeholders in the scene ensured an in-depth answer to the
research.

Furthermore, seven in-depth interviews were conducted with fans that are active on
Instagram. The selection criterion for them was the frequency of engagement and their online

envolvement in the communty. This means that respondents were chosen that are highly involved in
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the online community, absorbing and participating with content around the scene and therefore being
able to share their perception of branding strategies and engagement online.

Aside from the aforementioned requirements, the focus laid on the significant amount of
industry stakeholders they followed on social media platforms. This ensured that consumers were
involved in content consumption and that a range of perspectives from artists, event organizers,
creative content producers, and other influential figures within the scene were understood. Through
the selection of the participants who followed the vast array of key stakeholders, they, by default, are
well-informed about industry trends, events, and developments within the Dutch Hard Dance music
scene. Such criteria for the selection of participants were adhered to in this research in an attempt to
ensure the sample represents a multiplicity of views and experiences within the Dutch Hard Dance
music scene.

Each interview lasted between 35 and 60 minutes. The selection of interview participants
intentionally did not consider age or gender; instead, the study prioritized capturing diverse
perspectives and experiences within the Dutch Hard Dance music scene, focusing solely on active
involvement and influence in the industry. Nevertheless, an attempt was made to accumulate a
gender-balanced sample so as not to create a bias. All interviews have been conducted in English;
however, the participants of this study were originated from the Netherlands, Belgium, German and
the UK, who are part and following the Dutch Hard Dance music community on- and offline. A list of

the interviewees can be found in Appendix A.

4.1.2 Data collection

The interviews were conducted via Zoom. They were recorded with the aid of the Zoom
program and with an iPhone to eliminate the chance of technical failure. Furthermore, the recordings
were saved securely on a computer, with a copy on an external hard drive. The recordings were
transcribed through Zoom and the transcripts were also stored on a computer along with a copy on an
external hard drive. In a second step in the transcribing process, the pre transcribed data was checked
by the researcher with the help of the existing recordings. The data was coded and analysed with the
help of the program Atlas.ti. The final thematic maps of all four themes can be found in Appendix B.
All data will be deleted after the end of this research.

4.2 Operationalization

To be able to successfully analyse the data from the conducted interviews, the concepts of fan
engagement, branding and success must be operationalized. It is important to understand how these

three concepts, which are heavily theory based, can be understood, and examined within real-life data.
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Engagement

Furthermore, the concepts also provided the base of the questionnaires which aided as guidance for

the semi-structured interviews.

The Tables 1 and 2 below depict the concepts engagement and branding with its sub concepts

that helped guide the analysis of the gathered data. The indicator was cue that helped identify the

individual concept when looking at the datasets.

Table 1: Operationalization of the concept engagement

Concepts

Sub concepts

Indicator

Consumer Brand
Engagement

“A consumer § positively
valanced brand-related
cognitive, emotional and
behavioral activity during or
related to focal
consumer/brand interaction”

(Hollebeek, 2014, p. 154)

Digital Content Marketing
“DCM (like advertising)
intents to boost consumer
brand perception and
ultimately sales, it (unlike
advertising) does so by
developing consumer
engagement, trust, and
relationship, which are
intended to cultivate sales
indirectly and in the long
run.”” (Hollebeek, 2019, p.
28)

Emotional dimension

(authenticity & hedonic motive)
“consumer s degree of positive brand-
related affect in particular

consumer/brand interaction.”

(Hollebeek, 2014, p. 154)

Cognitive dimension
(functional & authenticity motive)
“a consumers level of brand related

thought processing and elaboration in

particular consumer/brand interaction”

(Hollebeek, 2014, p. 154)

Behavioral dimension

(functional & hedonic motive)

“a consumers level of energy, effort
and time spent on a brand in a
particular consumer/brand

’

interaction.’

(Hollebeek, 2014, p. 154)
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Fans: perceived
connection with
emotional engagement
Professionals: perceived
influence of emotional
engagement on shaping

identity and success

Fans: perceived
importance of
informational content
Professionals: perceived
importance of

informational content

Fans: active interaction
with brand/ brand content
Professionals: perceived
importance of interaction

with fans



Table 2: Operationalization of the concept Branding

Branding

Concept

Indicator

Brand Loyalty

“Brand loyalty is the biased, behavioral

response expressed over time by some decision-
making unit with respect to one of more alternative
brands out of a set of such brands and is a function
of psychological processes” (Jacoby & Kynes, 1973,
p.2)

Fans: perceived consistency in
visual elements; perceived
messaging alignment;
perceived unique brand

elements

Professionals: perceived

impact of brand elements

Brand Image

“Brand image is defined here as perceptions about a
brand as reflected by the brand associations held in
consumer memory. Brand associations are the other
informational nodes linked to the brand node in
memory and contain the meaning of the brand for

consumers” (Keller, 1993, p. 3)

Fans: perceived authenticity;

relationship building

Professionals: perceived
impact of authenticity;

relationship-building

Emotional Branding

“Emotional branding is defined as the engagement
of consumers in a deep, long-term, intimate
emotional connection with the brand, which is
beyond the benefit based satisfaction, and which
creates a special trust based relationship for the
development of a holistic emotional experience”
(Morrison and Crane, 2007, as cited in Ekber Akgiin
et al., 2013, p. 505)

Fans: perceived emotional
connection through branded

content on social media

Professionals: perceived
importance of emotionally

branded content

Additionally, success played a crucial role in the examination of the data of this research and

answering the research question. It creates the essence of all social media channels and their

interaction with audiences online (Helme-Guizon & Magnoni, 2019, p. 716). Since it is a multi-faced

concepts and highly subjective it can be measured in different ways. Fans can talk about recognition

in terms of artists and brands, that stand out to them. This can be measured as successful, because

their strategies online lead to stand out in the online realm towards the audience and create a

connection with them. Furthermore, industry professionals can talk about being recognized, being

successful in terms of engagement with the audience, but also in terms of being booked by festivals or
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achieving ticket sales. Since this is a qualitative interview study, the focus is more on creative and

non-numeric success.

4.3 Data Analysis

Within thematic analysis, the goal is to find repeated patterns across a data set, which in this
case consists of the sample group fans and industry professionals. Thematic data analysis helps
organize and describe rich data and leads to an in-depth interpretation of such (Braun & Clarke, 2006,
p. 79). Thematic analysis is a qualitative research method, that involves searching for repeated
patterns of meaning across a data set (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 77). The analysis of the data and
therefore the creation of the patterns can be done in a deductive way, meaning driven by theory and
concepts provided, or in an inductive way, where the patterns emerged through the data itself. An
inductive approach does not try to fit the gathered data into pre-existing theoretical frameworks,
however, a theory driven deductive analysis can provide a richer analysis of the dataset (Braun &
Clarke, 2006, p. 83). Therefore, this research combined both methods and emerged inductive themes,
additionally to the theory-based themes. Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 86) describe the themes as “A
theme captures something important about the data in relation to the research question and represents
some level of patterned response or meaning within the data set. ”

The analysis itself is a “multi-stage process of coding and categorizing” keeping the principle
of flexibility, re-reading and adjusting the developed codes and data in mind (Dumitrica & Pridmore,
2019, p. 1). After a familiarizing phase with the data, the initial coding phase begins, where the data is
coded based on the theoretical concepts, but also creating room for data driven codes. Based on these
initial codes combining themes are searched, reviewed and defined. Lastly the themes are named and
produced into a report that can be accessed in the results section of this research. (Braun & Clarke,
2006, p. 87) Ultimately the analysis is conducted in six phases, starting with the initial coding phase
and ending with the production of the report. Resulting in a final thematic map, with themes and sub-
themes that create the base for the results section (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 91). The final thematic

map can be found in Appendix E.

4.3.1 Reliability and Validity

In the process of this thematic textual analysis the concepts of branding and engagement and
their influence on the success of brands in the Dutch Hard Dance music scene was analysed.
Transparency was periodized for credibility. The discussed analysis steps in the methods section serve
to enhance this transparency, enabling readers to trace the research trajectory. According to Silverman
(2011, p. 361), transparency is one of the main ways of achieving reliability in qualitative research.
Furthermore, it is important to acknowledge the influence of a confirmation bias due to the

researchers personal passion and inclusion in the community. Therefore, there is an automatic
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inclination to seek information and draw an opinion in a way that ratifies already established beliefs
and experience. This bias may affect the data collection and later analysis and interpretation in an
attempt to confirm personal perspectives and beliefs. This acknowledgement is in line with the
necessity for reflexivity in qualitative research and, therefore, increases the credibility of the findings
in the analysis (Silverman, 2011, p. 373; Tracy, 2010, p. 840). In qualitative research, credibility
depends on both reliability and validity (Silverman, 2011, p. 385). Trying to achieve reliability,
transparency of the research process and theoretical framework was provided, and ongoing self-
reflexivity provided an added layer of depth of these transparency measures. Adding to this,
Silverman (2011, p. 384) suggests that using analytic inducting provides additional strength to the
validity of the study. The inclusion of tools for validating the research, such as a comprehensive
analysis process and the identification of deviant cases, highlights the methodological rigor employed.
Although generalizability is often raised as a possible concern with qualitative research, it must be
stated that qualitative research focuses more on depth of understanding than generalizability
(Silverman, 2011, p. 385). This helped to incorporate the nuances and complexities of branding and
engagement of Dutch Hard Dance music to make the research more profound and richer (Tracy, 2010,
p- 840). This approach allowed the practical framework for analysing the research subject. A mixed
method was used to answer the research question in trying to understand the importance of branding
and engagement as tools to create the success of brands on social media. The method contained semi-
structured expert interviews, as well as semi-structured in-depth interviews. The participants were
carefully gathered based on discussed criteria and the data was collected and analysed with the help of
Atlas.ti. A thematic data analysis was conducted based on the ideas of Braun and Clarke (2006) in six

phases and the product of the analysis was reported in the following results section of this study.
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5. Results

This research consisted of a total of 13 interviews conducted with fans and industry
professionals within the Dutch Hard Dance music community. Through the process of the interviews,
it became clear, that the community distinguishes itself due to its dedicated and highly connected
nature. Furthermore, in recent years the importance of social media marketing and therefore branding
and engagement has influenced the dynamics of this community. The following chapter provides the
results of the analysed data, answering the research question of this study.

The analysis identified four main themes that contribute to answering the research question:
1. Crafting Brand Presentation; 2. Fan Interaction Dynamics, 3. Integration of Presentation and
Interaction; and 4. Offline Realms and Markets. The four themes and their supporting topics will be

discussed in depth in the following section of this thesis.

5.1 Crafting Brand Presentation

Different branding strategies shape the foundation of every brand’s presentation online.
Within the Dutch Hard Dance music industry brand presentation is crafted through a) Establishing
Visual and Thematic Consistency, b) Brand Identity and c) Building Emotional Connection through

Branding. These three elements of brand presentation will subsequently be discussed.

5.1.1 Establishing Visual and Thematic Consistency

The utilisation of visual element, in form of brand images, such as distinctive colours,
overlays, tone of voice and unique branding elements, has become significantly more important in
recent years. Before, branding played a minor role in a brand’s visual presentation within the Dutch
Hard Dance music scene; however, it has now evolved into a pivotal element of the online
presentation, alongside the music. “At this point, in the Hardstyle scene, I would say branding is very
important” (Professional 3).

Among the 13 participants in this research a compelling social media presence has emerged
as crucial element for the success of brands on Instagram. Key brand symbols that were frequently
mentioned included colour palettes, specific fonts, overlays for Instagram stories and postings, and the
overall tone and vibe of the content produced and presented by brands. Each of these elements
contributes to crafting a cohesive brand image that conveys distinct messages. For instance, festival
organizer B2s employs a vibrant palette of blue, yellow and pink, instantly recognizable to their fan

base.

You have B2S with Decibel, who goes pink, blue, and yellow [...] so you actually associate a

colour with the brand, so that is kind of interesting, and is sometimes it's a bit annoying,
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cause, you see, like the colour somewhere and you immediately think of the brand, but that

just means the branding is done right. (Fan 1)

officialdecibeloutdoor @
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@ linktr.ee/decibeloutdoor
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Figure 1 Instagram Feed of Decibel outdoor (Decibel outdoor, n.d.)

One example of effective artist branding discussed by participants was Rawstyle DJ Kruelty.
His brand revolves around a dark, grungy theme evident in overlays, colour choices, tone of voice and

fonts, including the strategic use of emojis that reinforce the brand’s identity

The Kruelty Project. They really make use of everything: writing style, sub names, even
emojis. The chains, for example, he really took them as a part of himself, which is, I think,
very interesting. But also, the overlays with the scratches, with the horror type of stuff. With
the colour grading like everything matches to the project. And that's exactly what I meant
with branding before. If you do it like this, you should match it to your project and what you

are. (Professional 3)

Beyond superficial aesthetics, brand images on Instagram delve into deeper layers of meaning
and identity, as underscored by industry professionals. They discussed that a brand image not only
conveys a visual aspect, but also a thematic one that translates the vibe of the music into images. For
Instance:
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With the artists, I guess, like the example I gave before with DJ Kruelty. Instantly, when you

look at his stuff, you see the gory horror, scary stuff, and you instantly get that feeling, you

know, and. I think there's really can enhance your perception of the artist. (Professional 1)
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Figure 2 Instagram Feed of DJ Kruelty (Kruelty 13, n.d.)

Moreover, the tone of voice in written content on Instagram plays a pivotal role in the brand

image and the shaping of the brand-fan connection. Brands like, Spoontech Records, Q-dance for their

weekend festival Defqon.1 or Rebirth Events for REBELLiION Festival, use specific language to

foster a sense of community and unity among their fans. In these instances, Spoontech Records refers

to their fans as "spoonies" or "lepelfamilie" (Dutch for "spoon family"), Defqon.1 describes their fans

as "weekend warriors," and REBELLiON Festival employs the term "rebels" to describe their

attendees.

Yeah, it's like, for example, colours or tone of voice. So, for example, Spoontech Records. It's

like, more society-based tone of voice. So, they pull in like everyone as one big family, and

they communicate like that. They use the word spoonies, for example. Yeah, in Dutch:

lepelfamilie things like that. So that's kind of noticeable. And it makes people really want to

interact with the brand, cause they wanna be part of something that's bigger than them (Fan 1)
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Fans noted that such terminology not only cultivates connection, but also aligns seamlessly
with overall thematic brand narratives. For example, the use of the term "weekend warriors" in the
Defqon.1 branding strategy is consistent with the overarching theme of a feral tribe. This branding
strategy is further evidenced by the overall presence of the event, which begins with its social media
appearance and extends to every detail of the event itself. “Defqon is a major, major example for this.

It's all about coming home being united as a tribe.” (Fan 2)

defqon1

und
q_dance
Original-Audio

defqon1 & Weekend Warriors, tonight we completed the Path
of the Warrior. With this journey fulfilled, we've conquered our
destiny. During these last four days, we've once again shown
the world that our tribe is the ultimate force of dedication. We
are honored to have you on our Holy Grounds, and we can't
wait to see you next year.

This was Defqon.1 2023!

#defgon1 #pathofthewarrior

Bearbeitet - 52 Wo. Ubersetzung anzeigen

Figure 3 Caption of a social media post from Defqon.1 (Defgon.1, 2023)

These findings align with the ideas of brand image in existing literature. According to Janonis
et al. (2007) a brand symbol, such as logo, colour and fonts, is the visual representation of a brands
personality, identity and core values (p. 71). Furthermore, Oklobdzija (2015, p. 587) acknowledge the
importance of establishing a brand presence within the social media marketing strategies, especially in
the music and event industry. They further argue, that with the growing competition in the industry on
social media platforms, such as Instagram, it becomes more important to have a distinguished brand
image. While industry professionals and fans do note that it has become a highly competitive market
in recent years, they cannot deny the growing importance of brand presentation (OklobdZija, 2015, p.
587). Overall, the cohesive use of brand imagery, including storytelling and tone of voice has been
found in existing literature. It fosters brand affinity and can set businesses apart in a competitive
market landscape (Muthiah & Suja, 2013, p. 33; Oklobdzija, 2015, p. 587; Janonis et al., 2017, p. 71).
Especially in the social media realm, where captions and appealing visual aspects are crucial, visual

and thematic consistency sets brands apart from other competitors.

5.1.2 Brand Identity

When discussing branding, besides a distinctive image presented on social media, it is

essential for a brand to also have a brand identity. Brand identity encompasses the distinctive
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characteristics and values that define how a brand presents itself to its audience, shaping its overall
image and perception. Through the interviews with fans and industry professionals, it becomes
evident, that an artists’ brand image has to align with its identity. That is not only visible in their
social media presence, but also reflected in the music they produce. “Ineffective branding, is, I would
say, like imagine you make like the darkest music known to mankind, and your branding is like pink
and flowers and stuff like that.” (Professional 1)

Moreover, branding plays a pivotal role in shaping expectations towards acts, brands and
especially events. It is essential for brands to synchronize its identity with its branding in a way, that it
becomes recognizable by its audiences.

Within the Dutch Hard Dance music community, music remains a focal point. An artists’
persona extends across all facets of their performance, both online and offline, which is deeply rooted
in their brand identity. Industry professionals have noted that a more authentic presence and alignment
with personal values not only facilitate long-term sustainability and success, but are more convincing

and create a deeper connection with their audience.

In my opinion, if you brand an artist on social media and with like moves and stuff, it really
has to fit their identity. You don't have to create an identity. It has to fit to who they are. As
people, as artists. It has to fit the music. It has to fit the vibe of the person. (Professional 3)

And later they explained:

What you often see now is, “oh, fuck!” I need a branding. Ok let me just get a designer [...]
Yeah, just make something that's cool. And I don't really think it works like that on the long
term. You can get success on short term. But on long term it has to fit who you are and what

you want to represent (Professional 3)

When considering brand identity, it is always important to understand the brand image as
well, since both are closely linked. The brand identity is, what brands intent to be perceived as while
brand image is, what they are perceived by the audience (Janonis et al., 2007, p. 75). Spoontech
Records, for instances, emphasizes an underground vibe paired with a sense of community and
family. This identity influences their branding decisions, including visuals and the messaging on

social media. Therefore, brand image is intricately connected to brand identity.

The core identity of the Spoontech brand identity is really build on a few pointers. That first
point is the community, the society. One point is the underground vibe that it has and one of

the pointers, I think also is that it stands for having fun like just having fun. (Professional 3)
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Figure 4 Instagram post Trinity pres. Spoontech Society (Trinity Festival, 2024)

A brand identity, that aligns with the way the brand is perceived online by fans creates a more
consistent picture. Furthermore, fans crave to identify with a brand or an artist, therefore, perceiving
an identification with the core values of an artists or event. This stronger bond between brand and fans
therefore leads to a greater success. These findings align with existing research, a brand identity
differentiates a brand from its competitors by emphasizing on core values and beliefs creating a vital
part of every company marketing concept (Ianenko et al., 2020, p.2). In contrast to existing literature,
however, is the importance for artists to create a brand identity, that is authentic and aligning with the

music and overall act.

5.1.3 Building Emotional Connection through Branding

Instagram has become increasingly competitive as marketing tool in the music industry. With
new music being released every day and events every weekend, a brand has to stand out with its
branding and presence on social media platforms. “There's so many festivals in the Netherlands. It's
insane” (Professional 4) In the saturated market of the Dutch Hard Dance music industry, brands are
forced to come up with new and innovative concepts, arising from need to distinguish themselves
from the mass of content, impressions and concepts in the market. As a result, brands are continuously
pushed to explore unconventional strategies and creative executions to capture and maintain the

interest of their target audience.
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I really think that the Kruelty project is a good one. Because they really thought about doing
something obscure and dark and like a little bit over the edge, like pushing the limits of what's

possible online. (Professional 2)

A leading factor in the branding strategies of events and artists within the Dutch Hard Dance
music scene is the emotional connection to the brands. For many participants within the community,
Hard Dance music holds a deep emotional significance, transcending the music itself to influence
various aspects of their lives. Participants frequently described their connection to the music as a
lifestyle “It's like you get involved with everything that has the has to do with hardstyle. And yeah,
you grow deeper into it over time. And then there actually is no way out” (Fan 1) This emotional
attachment is often tied to specific memories associated with events or favourite tracks. Recognizing
this, brands use this emotional connection in their branding to foster a stronger brand loyalty and a

meaningful bond with their audience

Definitely events cause they post a lot of like pictures from the crowd, and it could be like. I
don't know. Sometimes Defqon, when they post like emotional, like people being emotional
in the crowd or something. So it helps carry on that sort of family feeling and the emotion.
Also, artists as well like they might just like post snippets of upcoming music and be like, I
don't know caption it like, this is what hardstyle is about, or I don't know if it's like an
emotional song, or yeah, they do try to keep that (Fan 5)

This is illustrated by multiple brands in the community on Instagram. One example being Q-
dance’s weekend festival Defqon.1. Participants, both fans and industry professionals have noted that
the event organizer is especially good in conveying this emotional feeling and connection via their
social media channels. The event branding is designed to evoke feelings of coming together, with

content frequently showcasing emotional moments.

The love for the music, that is all it takes. That's why also those kind of songs are made and
creating like, a group feeling. Also with for example, the Defqon anthems, like the Road of
the Warrier, like you feel that you want to be part of it and that's put together so well in their
branding. Especially Defqon, has it so so greatly done that they want you to be part of that,
that the group of warriors, or to be part of the the event. So it's yeah. Yeah, that branding is

spot on. (Professional 2)

Within this research, the importance of creating a connection with the audience through

emotions becomes evident (Kim & Sulliban, 2019, p. 4). Brands and artists utilize the dedicated

32



feeling of the community and the emotional attachment to the music in their branding. This aligns
with existing research, but also provides a new nuance to the literature. Music has an important
emotional aspect to it, which is successfully utilized in the scene to foster a deeper brand loyalty and
fan-brand connection. “I also think that like music speaks to your heart mostly, and if the branding
speaks to your mind the same way, the music speaks to your heart. If it all fits together, then it
becomes one complete part.” (Professional 3)

Hudson et al. (2015, p. 74) discussed the importance of emotional attachment created through
among other things branding of festivals online. Naturally, the evoked emotional attachment of these
approaches creates a deeper brand-fan relationship, social interaction and word-of-mouth.
Furthermore, the authors discussed the importance of engagement in combination with the emotional
attachment found in music marketing, which will be discussed in the next chapter of this results

section.

5.2 Fan Interaction Dynamics

The interaction with fans proves as a second important pillar when it comes to the success of
brands in the Dutch Hard Dance music scene. This research has revealed that the community is
complex and intertwined, which makes engagement a pivotal aspect not only offline, but in the online
realm as well. This section delves further in the Emotional Bonds with Fans,; Behavioural

Participation and Interaction and the Informational Engagement with Content.

5.2.1 Emotional Bonds with Fans

Emotional engagement plays an important role in the Dutch Hard Dance music scene,
fostering deep connections between fans, artists, and brands. This emotional engagement can be
observed in different cases throughout the interviews but manifests itself in a deeper and personal
connection to brands, events, artists, and their music. Not only is the community highly connected,
but the music is important to the audience, which can be observed on social media as well. One
participant named a reel as an example. The reel posted by them showcased a song played at Decibel

Outdoor Festival, which went viral on Instagram later:

And there was this moment of Audiotricz and Ecstatic playing. And then there's this track that
everyone sings along, and it was such a small stage, but the atmosphere was crazy. And I use
that as a Instagram reel. And it got shared over and over and over and over again, just because
it's track, it was speaking to a certain emotion of being together and creating an atmosphere

altogether. (Fan 2)
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Throughout the interviews, it becomes clear, that there is one aspect, that is especially
important to fans and industry professionals: The personal connection between fans and brands. In
times, where personal connection with brands and artists has become a) accessible like that through
social media and b) crucial for the sustainability and success of them, fans crave this form of social
interaction. This type of emotional engagement can be created through different channels. Personal
Instagram stories, posts about memorable music or moments at festivals and new music releases.

Furthermore, emotional engagement can also be evoked through fun and relatable content.
Even though Instagram has taken the place of a marketing platform, participants still reach out to it
for entertainment purposes. Integrating fun and relatable content in the feed, has shown to be
successful. On the one hand it can help conveying the personal identity of an artists. For example, the
DIJs Sickmode and Rooler, who have created their brand presences on- and offline about memes and
humorous content. “Let's make Sickmode the example. He started doing this meme shit, and just
strange goofy shit. And he really speaks to fans because it's simple, and it stays close to just fucking

around with your friends” (Professional 3)

4 “3 roolerofficial and sickmodedj

bro can yall just stop using the angry face emoji
not everyone has an iphone

QY

') D Liked by useranomymizes and 26.066 others
roolerofficial TOO ANGRY @

OUT THIS THURSDAY ONLY ON AR GANG

THE PERSON WHO SPAMS THE MOST @ EMOJIS...

user anonymized EVERYONE SHOULD FEEL ATTACKED,
LOVE IT BTW @&
useranonymized @) @

Figure 5 Humorous content posted by DJ Sickmode and Rooler as co-post (Rooler & Sickmode, 2024)

On the other hand, it can also simply aid to a more enjoyable interaction with the audience.
Balancing between fun and humorous content as well as the promotional content can build a deeper
connection with fans. Especially, when they can easily relate to the memes, naturally creating

behavioural engagement in form of likes, comments, and shares.
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Emotional engagement stands out as the most potent form of engagement, capable of
naturally fostering behavioural interactions (Hollebeek et al., 2014, p. 154). Consistent with the
concept emotional branding as discussed before, emotional engagement plays an important role in
cultivating a deeper connection and bond between brands and fans (Donham et al., 2022, p. 326).
According to the Digital Content Marketing concept, emotional engagement is driven by the
audience's desire for authenticity and hedonic fulfilment. In one aspect, the community seeks a
deeper, more personal connection with the brand, evoking feelings towards the content consumed on
Instagram. Conversely, this engagement also satisfies their need for entertainment and relaxation
(Hollebeek et al., 2019, p. 31). Furthermore, Hudson et al. (2015, p. 74) underline the importance of
emotional attachment of brands with its audience for success. Emotional attachment naturally creates
word-of-mouth, which can be seen for example with DJ Sickmode who utilizes memes and humorous

content, to foster social interaction through relatability and emotionally nuanced content.

5.2.2 Behavioural Participation and Interaction

Behavioural engagement is the most straight forward type of engagement that is used to
create success on social media. Additionally, it is also named the easiest, when talking to fans about
their interaction with brands on Instagram. Most named are interactions in form of liking, sharing and

commenting posts. One fan noted that the community has an especially “low level” type of contact.

It's all really close and really like at a low level of contact. So like in EDM, you can send a
DM to a major artist, and they will never respond the 9 to 10 times they won't, and if they do,
then it's just luck, probably but in Hardstyle it happens so many times that I send a DM or
responded to something and the artist actually responded back to me. (Fan 2)

Underscoring this, an industry professional explains the importance of communication with
the fans via direct messages on social media platforms, emphasizing on the idea of “giving something

back to the audience” saying:

You have to not only asking for value. [...] If it's just having like a simple conversation with
people like. Sometimes [ have DMs with fans for like an hour. And it was a really fun

conversation. I think that's a cool value for both of us. (Professional 1)

Behavioural engagement plays a pivotal role for online interaction. This can also be in form
of feedback to new music or connection with other members of the community, which lead to the
creation of friendships or even closer and more meaningful connection with brands and especially

artists. During the interview process it became clear, that fans focus on the idea, that DJs are also “just
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human beings” and therefore should take the time to connect with their fanbase. Nowadays Instagram
and other social media platforms have a variety of tools that can be used on the one platform to
initiate behavioural engagement, but also to make it possible in the first place to interact on a closer
level. Smith and Gallicano (2015, p. 85) present two of their key features for online interaction within
the segment of behavioural engagement. Social interaction and interest immersion can both be
observed in the case of the Dutch Hard Dance music industry. Furthermore, the findings align with
the ideas of Hollebeek et al. (2019, p. 31), addressing both the functional motive of gathering new
information about brands and artists through social interaction and the hedonic motive of being

entertained.

5.2.3 Informative Engagement with Content

Recently Instagram has emerged as the new primary platform to obtain information among
fans in the Dutch Hard Dance music community. While Facebook still plays a role as well, the focus
has shifted to Instagram recently. This may take the form of information regarding ticket sales,
festival information, or the release of new music. A distinction can be observed between the responses

of the fans in this study with regard to gathering information online. One participant mentions:

Yeah, that's more the new stuff, I think. New video of a track played for the first time, also the
line up of for a new party. That's something what I'm very interested in. Also if I want to go

or [ already go and then to get to know, yeah, who's playing there. (Fan 3)

While some participants indicated that they primarily use social media to stay abreast of their
favourite artists' music, festival news, and other informative content, others described the Instagram
posts about new music releases or information about events as a source of irritation. Nevertheless,
even those participants who are not particularly interested in informational content agree that using
Instagram as a promotional and informative platform is an indispensable aspect of the industry.
Ultimately, the objective of any brand within the industry is to sell its products and, as a result, to
market it successfully. “Personally, I'm not that interested in like a post for every new release. I think
that. Yeah, it's something of a must do so people know the track is out there.” (Fan 1)

This perspective can also be derived from the interviews with industry professionals. It is
often challenging to balance between authenticity and the constat need to market a product. However,
creating cognitive engagement by providing information about the latest releases and/or event
information, such as ticket sales or other details, is necessary. The key challenge is to integrate
promotional content with other forms of engagement, particularly those that create an emotional

response, such as light-hearted, humorous or content to create a personal connection.
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The importance of cognitive engagement can also be seen in existing literature. Smith and
Gallicano (2015, p. 85) identify information consumption as one of the four key concepts of online
interactions, describing it as the need to seek out personally relevant information. In the Dutch Hard
Dance music community, fans frequently seek out information about their favourite music artists or
upcoming events. Some members of the community even use Instagram primarily for this purpose,
reflecting their desire to be informed (Smith & Gallicano, 2015, p.85) about latest releases, event
news or other relevant updates. Furthermore, advertisement, in case of the Dutch Hard Dance music
industry the promotion of events and music play a crucial role in the success of brands online
(Oklobdzija, 2015, p. 585).

Furthermore, cognitive and behavioural engagement are closely linked. One participant noted
that behavioural engagement in form of comments, likes and shares often spikes, when there is new

information presented, such as new releases or a special act played at a festival.

Well, actually, it can be different things. But the most important thing in my eyes is that it's
something you're bringing news, you know, because then the impact of Whoa, this what is
this comes in. And if you're posting like, it doesn't matter what content it is. But if you're
posting something that is already known or already announced, or already shown before, then,

people are gonna interact with less (Professional 1)

This indicates that cognitive engagement, which involves seeking and processing information,
often leads to increased behaviour engagement within the industry. This relationship is further
supported by Hollebeek et al. (2019, p. 33) concept of engagement levels and the Uses and
Gratification theory. According to this idea, cognitive engagement is driven by functional and
authenticity motives, where audiences engage with content to make sense of it and gather necessary
information. This comes from the idea, that fans interact with content, that they find meaningful and

relevant for their personal relationship with brands (Hollebeek et al., 2019, p. 31)

5.3 Integration of Presentation and Interaction

The third main finding of this research is the interconnectedness of the brand presentation and
fan interaction in the industry. As artists, event organizers and music labels, the industry professionals
all agree upon the importance of an engaged fanbase for the success of their brands. However,
engagement as a concept is heavily intertwined with branding, as one participant noted: “I think fan
engagement is more important than branding, but through branding you can create more fan
engagement.” (Professional 2). This section presents the integration of the brand presentation and fan

interactions, and states, why the choice of content produced, branded and posted is crucial for fan
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engagement on Instagram. It includes the sub-themes: Maintaining Authenticity, Interaction-driven

Brand Adaptation and Cultivating Long-term Loyalty.

5.3.1 Maintaining Authenticity

Delving further into the topic of the emotional connection between brands and audiences,
many fans have noted in their interviews, that they frequently seek a deeper connection with their
favourite artists. Especially when branding strategies are employed in a way, that they create a more
authentic connection between brands and audience. That can be in form of personal Instagram Stories
or providing a behind the scenes perspective for the fans. This content has been named frequently by
participants in the interviews. Fans are therefore particularly interested in content about build-up of
events, or everything it takes to organize a big event, but also fun challenges created with stakeholders
in the industry. One participant explains: “I like the behind the scenes a lot, and also those like funny
interviews and stuff that they do with the with the artists like Snack of Rage” (Fan 4). While another

participant agrees and says:

I'm always very interested in like the before and after of festivals. So what are you gonna do
with the build-up? What inspired you. I know Intents did that last year [...] I believe they
showed like a lot of things like concepting the stage to actually building it, and then also the
festival breaking it down and stuff. I do find it really interesting. (Fan 1)

The key idea here is to engage the audience by letting them be part of the overall experience,
that comes with music and events. Nowadays, a lot of fans are not only interested in the final product
of a brand, but they want to know how it has been created and what the creative process was. Brands
can use social media platforms, like Instagram for that kind of authentic connection.

For instances Rebirth Events for their Weekend Festival REBiRTH Festival utilized their
channels on Instagram and TikTok well in their strategies throughout the year. With interviews,
behind the scenes content and following trends on social media, they managed to create a more
authentic and closer bond with their audience. Talking about a campaign by Rebirth Events on

Instagram, one participant mentions:

I think tonight they're going to post with Dual Damage. That they finally got a Kapsalon stand
on REBiIRTH. So I really like stuff like that, because it also makes the artists not seem that

distance from their fans, but rather just also create a connection with the with the artists. (Fan

4)

38



During the interviews, six out of the seven interviewees from the sample group of the fans
have talked about the content of REBiRTH Festival in terms of behind the scenes and interview
content as a means to create a closer and authentic connection with the event. It becomes clear, that in
the case of authenticity, branding and engagement interplay with each other. Creating content, that is
authentic and aways from the classic cinematic video content used by a lot of other brands in the
industry is a conscious branding choice, which helps standing out in the oversaturated market.
Naturally this type of authentic branding evokes emotional and behavioural engagement due to its
relatability and shareability.

In maintaining authenticity, two concept play together, emotional branding and emotional
engagement. The idea of emotional branding is to create a closer connection with the audience
through the presentation of more authentic and emotional content (Ekber Akgiin et al., 2013, p. 504),
while emotional engagement is the idea that the audience gets engaged on a more affective level
(Hollebeek et al., 2014, p. 154). The authors further elope that emotional engagement is created
through the authenticity motive of the Uses and gratification theory. This states, that users online
emotionally engage with content, that satisfies this need for genuine content, trust, credibility and
sense-making (Hollebeek et al., 2019, p. 31). As fans state in the interviews, the content helps create a
deeper connection with artists and brands. This aligns with the ideas of Smith and Gallicano (2015, p.
85) and their four key concepts of online interactions (1. Information consumption; 2. Sense of
Presence; 3. Interest immersion; and 4. Social interaction). Authenticity also can be portrait in
creating a face for the brand, like recording personal Instagram stories or frequent Q&A sessions.

Furthermore, authenticity is a branding choice, not only tying into emotional branding, but
also the brand image and identity. By using the power of storytelling, and interactive element the
brand evokes positive emotions in the audience (Muthiah & Suja, 2013, p. 33). Industry professionals
underline the importance of an authentic presence on social media. One participant describes it as: “I
think the most important thing is, always be yourself” (Professional 2).

When it comes to authenticity, it is not only the deeper connection with the audience, that
plays an important role, but also the longevity of the brand. With creating a concept, that is authentic

to the brands identity in values and beliefs, it become easier for them to be consistent with it.

Yeabh, I think especially for artists. If you want to put up an act, you need to think about how
you want people to see you, of course, and that can be the same as you are in private, or

something completely different. But that's something you really have to choose upfront to be
like, hey, this is what I'm gonna do. So this is what I'm gonna be moving forward in the next

10 years, for example. (Professional 2)
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And later they add: “I think that in a few years we will see which ones were authentic, and

will stay and were like written down for an artist and are not fitting who they are.” (Professional 2)

5.3.2 Interaction-driven Brand Adaptation

As discussed in the section before, branding and engagement heavily interplay with each
other in today’s social media landscape. Branding is utilized as a tool to evoke certain forms of
engagement and in terms of approachability and the way brands present themselves on these
platforms. Branding has equally an impact on engagement, as engagement has on branding.
Especially when it comes to the need to cater to the algorithm on social media. Due to its intertwined
and connected nature, social media is helpful to bring a closer Fan-DJ-Brand relationship. The
industry professionals agree that solid branding increases interaction. One participant says: “And you
just want people to connect with you. This, I think, like being interactive as active branding like, just
engage with your fans. I think it's the best thing you can do, and also listen to them.” (Professional 4),
while another one adds: “If it looks better, people are more tend to engage with it. I guess that's that's
something that's that's obvious.” (Professional 2). This further matches with the perception of the
fans, one participant agrees: “For me, like I just said, if it's well made, [ want to interact with it. If it's
not well made, then I just skip it, I and I think that goes for a lot of people.” (Fan 4)

Social media has become a vital factor in all artists’ and brands’ presence online. Fans and
industry professionals agree that without a solid online presence, it is almost impossible for brands to
become popular and successful in the scene. With this being said, while branding creates the first
impression and aids in the sustainability and success of an artists or brand, engagement is, what makes
the audience stay in the long run. “I think in the end it pays off, because if people interact with you.
And they have like a positive interaction with you. I think they're going to be more inclined to
interact with you again in the future.” (Professional 1)

Samarah et al. (2021, p. 651) establish that the interaction of brand interactivity and consumer
brand engagement show that emotional engagement, cognitive engagement, and behavioural
engagement will lead to increasing brand interactivity and trust. As derived from these theoretical
insights along with the findings of this research, strong branding on social media not only gets one
noticed but also leads to deeper emotional engagement with fans. Industry professionals and fans
themselves share that successful branding strategies, such as being able to be visually appealing and
interactive, lead to a more engaging experience; thus, it also further advances brand commitment and
loyalty from a community (Fira, 2022, p.68; Helme-Guizon & Magnoni, 2019, p.716). Such an
interplay between branding and engagement further underlines that emotional and cognitive
connections play an important role in driving the loyal fan base sustainment in the music market,

highly competitive nowadays.
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5.3.3 Cultivating long-term Loyalty

An aspect, that has not been directly discussed in existing literature is loyalty not being a
direct result of branding strategies alone but more an outcome of several factors that are created in the
interaction with fans and the brand presence online. Brand loyalty emerges when branding and
engagement interplay to create a feeling of connectedness. In this case, branding, through a consistent
image and identity, sets the fundament on social media for a strong, identifiable, and relatable
presence. When the brand's identity is relatable, fans are more inclined to develop a personal

relationship with a brand. As one respondent mentioned in this context of DJ Element.

DJ Element is a really good example as well, because he is like visually with the hair he's
really known, with his golden teeth he's really known, but also with his appearance being

really rough. That attracts people that wants to be like connected (Professional 2).

Moreover, consistent engagement between brands and fans is important to create deep-
grounded meaning in this connection. This value in the connection is realized in terms of emotional,

cognitive, and behavioural engagements. In fact, in the words of an industry professional:

Whatever festival you are or artist you are, you liked it or just reacting to things answering
questions, I don't think it has to be very hard, but I think it's very valuable. Connect your

community to it because then they will become loyal to your event. (Professional 4).

Studies suggest that brand loyalty and engagement have a strong co-creational relationship
(Helme-Guizon & Magnoni, 2019, p. 720; Zheng et al., 2014, p. 99). Brand loyalty can be divided
into behavioural loyalty, which is inflected as intentions of continuous purchase, and attitudinal
loyalty, that involves shared values in the relationship with a brand (Zheng et al., 2014, p. 92). Fira
(2022) also found branding has a strong impact on community commitment and fan engagement, (p.
89). Social media platforms offer new opportunities of interaction where brands can provide
information, customer service, special offers and entertainment, which may aid in creating brand
loyalty (Helme-Guizon & Magnoni, 2019, p. 716).

Additionally, Samarah et al. (2021) researched brand interactivity and consumer brand
engagement. They found that consumers' emotional, cognitive and behavioural engagement impact
brand interactivity, trust, and loyalty positively (p. 651, 658). From this fact, it can be understood that
brand loyalty is due to consistent branding and its interaction to multiple kinds of engagement.
Therefore, it stands out, that brand loyalty can be influenced by branding in terms of the personal

identification with a brand and visual appearance, but it is simultaneously influenced by engagement
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(Erdogmus & Cigek, 2012, p. 1358). In certain cases, engagement can even create a deeper brand

loyalty than branding itself.

5.4 Offline Realm and Markets

The Dutch Hard Dance music community is first and foremost an offline community. All
participants have described, how their online interactions are heavily influenced by their perception of
events and music in the offline realm. Therefore, the final theme of this research is consisting of the
Market Dynamics; the Impact of Music and the Interplay of Offline and Online Realm, providing a

cohesive picture of the distinct online and offline dynamics in the community.

5.4.1 Market Dynamics

The Dutch Hard Dance market has experienced enormous change over recent years. In the
past, artists would simply put their music out there for their audience to experience. However, social
media plays a crucial role in today’s marketing landscape for all stakeholders in the industry. These
new dynamics have transformed the market significantly. It shifted the core components of success,
which in turn moved towards the integration approach of branding, engagement, and music. “You
really have three very important parts as an artist. That's the music, the branding, and the social
media, and they all walk hand by hand. And then also you have the live performances, of course”

(Professional 3) They then further add:

Before branding really got a word into our scene, the three key parts were making music; how
does something look; and the live performances. So social media and branding basically took
over that whole aspect. You can. Now. I mean this seriously, make fucking shitty music that
you can still be at the top, and that only comes from social media and branding. (Professional
3)

In the industry, the job of an artist has undergone significant changes, therefore demanding a
comprehensive approach that goes much further than just the production of music itself. Furthermore,
the overflowing and highly saturated market creates a need for brands to orient themselves toward a
more creative approach to concepts related to line up, events, social media content, and so forth, to
stay market attuned.

Alongside the new importance of branding and engagement in today’s online market, the
attention span of the audience has been named by all participants in this study. Due to the rise of

Instagram and TikTok accompanied of the rise of short-form content, the audience’s attention span
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has decreased to a point, that brands are forced to cater to exactly those new needs. Content must be

engaging within the first few seconds. One participant note:

Moving content, videos, that's I think that's the only way also to get through the short span of
attention that people have right now. So yeah, you need to. If it doesn't move within the first

second, they already done. (Professional 2)

This showcases, how the shifting market dynamics, due to the rise of short-form content
shapes the success of artists and brands not only online, but also offline. Brands are forced to tailor
their content, branding, and engagement strategies to the newly created needs. Coming up with ever
more creative strategies and concepts. The oversaturation of the market further creates a pressure to
stand out and be recognizable. This is acknowledged by both, fans and professionals as an issue. The
need to stand out in the market has been a frequent topic in the discussion with fans and industry
professionals. Due to new brands and artists growing on social media, it is crucial to create a branding

strategy, that distinct themselves from other competitors.

5.4.2 Impact of Music

Following the discussion with 13 participants, in this research, music continues to occupy a
central position in the lives of the majority of those involved in the industry. Different forms of
engagement are created through the power of music, emotional connections, behavioural and
cognitive engagement all are influenced by the music as focal point. One participant mentions the
power of music in creating emotional connections when talking about their favourite artist DJ Phuture

Noize:

He keeps the same vibe, even though his music evolves like you can tell between Black
Mirror Society and now the Enlightenment. The key is the emotion, and he kept that emotion

in there that's like the core of his whole music. (Fan 4)

Even though there have been participants, that noted, that branding has become almost more
important than the music itself, and in certain cases that might be true, music still plays a vital role for
the audience of this community. Furthermore, music and the performance offline are influenced by
the online presences of artists as well. Expectations are being created through online branding,
towards how acts are perceived offline. One participant talked about the live act of DJ Thyron Xtreme
Xtasy being perceived as energetic due to his online presence, which also translates to the act on

events:
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Artists are using their branding to like, for example, Thyron, with his Xtreme Xtasy, the
whole branding about it is very energetic. So I think he made the public like oh. also really

energetic, and pushing more energy into the crowd (Fan 1)

Tying into this, industry professionals try to match their music and their online presence:

So that's really something we stand for, like, we like a lot of different music. So we make a lot
of different music. That variation thing is really a thing that's yeah, that makes us different
than others, I think. And this also what we're also trying to show this in our branding.

(Professional 1)

This leads to the understanding, that for fans especially, the music still plays an important role
when it comes to their interaction online, but also at festivals. Experiences, that are created at events
are drivers for emotional engagement and the need for information about new music plays a crucial
role. Furthermore, branding is influenced by the music as well, as it has to match to create a full
picture surrounding the brand presence. Moreover, participants have stated, that they follow brands
even when the social media presence is not as consistent, simply if they can gather a deeper
connection through the music. However, this is different when observing events in the industry. While
for music artists, it can be easier to stand out, simply with the power of their music, events have to
make sure their branding and engagement is a complete package. One participant mentioned the

overflowing market, combined with the growing inflation:

I think you cannot really sell an event anymore without it (branding and engagement). Even if
you have a big name, and I know festivals are struggling right now because people just have
less money and festival tickets are so expensive, [...] So you can't just not do branding
because you, you have to pull these people that are choosing to go to which festival to your

festival (Professional 4)

5.4.3 Interplay of Offline and Online Realm

As aforementioned, the Dutch Hard Dance music community is first and foremost an offline
community. However, as much as the offline realm influences the community dynamics in the online
realm, it becomes clear, that the online realm also influences the offline dynamics heavily. That can
be seen on the example of the DJ Dual Damage, which got named by 10 out of 13 participants in the
interviews. Interesting about Dual Damage is the fact, that they first build a strong online community,

due to high engagement and branding and then got popular in the context of bookings and playtimes
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at festivals. Going in line with the example of Dual Damage is the need of following trends, that

expand over the borders of social media into the sphere of festivals.

[...] Trying to go with the new trends. So I think it already plays a big part in the music and
then also in the line ups, because, for example, last year, at Intents to stay with the Dual
Damage example, they became so big through social media suddenly and they weren't booked
at Intents. And everyone's like saying: Why aren't they at Intents? They played like 5 sets, like
small sets, but still a trend on social media which they really were, can put an artist on like a

big stages fast. (Professional 4)

While another participant talks about the distinct branding strategies Dual Damage uses for

their success:

Of course, your branding can grow through your following and whether they like the
branding or not. Dual Damage is the perfect example, besides the music, people like the
'simplicity' of the act; the ‘kapsalon fans’, kloenkie fans, bad English talking. It's perfect
branding, but besides that, fans think it's real. (Professional 5).

This quote ties back to the topic of authenticity prior discussed as a driver for the success of
brands online, therefore creating the connection between offline and online interactions and success.
Participants also reported, that recently, there has been the movement towards rougher and harder
music styles, such as Raw Hardstyle. These new trends in the online sphere are now frequently
translated to the festival terrain in form of more Raw Hardstyle-heavy line ups and music. This shift
in the music landscape can come from the need to stand out in the overflowing social media, and
therefore trying to create kicks that are more scandalous and recognizable. In the case of the shift in
taste in music it becomes evident, how interconnected both spheres are. Frequently trends are carried
from the online realm into the offline world and vice versa. One participant noted about this

movement:

So there's been this trend in Hardstyle for this Raw trend which, personally, I don't really like.
[...] You see them highlighting all these stuff, Dual Damage, for instance. A real hype. And
everyone's been booking them now and highlighting them in their socials. And then, you see,
like this little trend which started as a little thing, just get bigger and bigger and bigger and

bigger and so they have a lot of influence on that. So just a whole raw movement. (Fan 2)
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Additionally, it was identified that a significant reason for fans to interact through social
media is the memories created at events. For example, an Instagram post depicting moments from an
event that the fan physically attended or a set they have seen can evoke an affective connection that
motivates the user to like, share, or comment. That means certain online interaction is induced by

first-hand experiences and personal feelings that fans generate in festivals.

[...] Typically, would be commenting or tagging them in a story when I'm like on site,
especially that when I'm there. And when I do stories, I just tag them in my story. or
commenting after the event. If they post like a video or something. Then I comment and I

voice my opinion about the about the event. (Fan 4)

Later they add:

If it's a post about an artist that I've seen, then same here, I will voice my opinion about it
most of the time. Obviously, it's good. So, I will be like, oh, that was great or just some

emojis (Fan 4)

The overall topic on Offline realm and Markets explores the fact, that the community is
different to other music communities, very offline driven. That means, that both, the online and
offline realm are heavily interconnected. Trends online influence how artists are booked offline,
whereas music that gets produced and listened to offline influences a) the branding of artists online
and b) the interaction and perception by fans. Furthermore, experiences on festivals and events itself

can aid as tool for engagement.
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6. Discussion

This research aimed to explore how branding and fan engagement on social media platforms
help shape the success of artists, events, and brands within the Dutch Hard Dance music scene. To
achieve this, the study focussed on the overarching research question examining how branding and
engagement are utilized on social media to create success in the Dutch Hard Dance music community.
To provide a structured answer two sub-questions: a) how branding and engagement are perceived by
fans in creating success of brands and b) how branding and engagement are perceived by industry
professionals in creating success on social media were used. To answer those, 13 interviews were
conducted, from which five were face-to-face expert interviews and one written expert interview with
industry professionals, as well as seven in-depth face-to-face interviews with fans from the Dutch
Hard Dance music industry. The interviews revealed that Instagram is still the most important
platform for the scene. Although some participants also mentioned Facebook or TikTok in the
process, it became clear that Instagram is still primarily used in the scene for promotion, information
exchange and social interaction. In addition, TikTok was mentioned as a new influencing factor.
Nevertheless, the instability of the platform and, above all, problems with the monetarisation of music
rights have made TikTok relatively unattractive for professionals to date, although its increasing
importance should not be disregarded. While this information does not directly take part in answering
the research question, it complements it and provides valuable information about the dynamics of this
community online.

Through a comprehensive analysis, it was found, that both fans and industry professionals
perceive branding and engagement as crucial elements in establishing and maintaining the brand
success in the Dutch Hard Dance music scene. Four main topics were found through the analysis, /.
Crafting Brand Presentation; 2. Fan Interaction Dynamics, 3. Integration of Presentation and
Interaction and 4. Offline Realm and Markets. While the topics Crafting Brand Presentation and Fan
Interaction Dynamics were analysed in a theory-deductive manner, leaning on the concepts discussed
in the theoretical framework, this research also revealed a more complex and intertwined perspective
on the way brands’ overall presence online is shaped and success is built in the industry. However,
due to its unique community structures, found in this research, the theme Integration of Presentation
and Interaction was developed from combined approach of deductive and inductive analysis and
finally Offline Realms and Markets has emerged as an additional theme during the analysis in an
inductive approach.

This research provides therefore a comprehensive understanding on how artists and brands
utilize branding and engagement on social media in the community to create their success, perceived
by industry professionals and fans. In the following section, the results of this study will be discussed

in depth and concluded to successfully answer the research question and its sub-questions.
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6.1 Crafting Brand Presentation

Due to the shift in market dynamics in recent years, industry professionals, including artists,
but also label and social media manager and event organizer face new challenges, when it comes to
creating their presentation online. Social media marketing has become a vital part in the repertoire of
not only marketing managers, but also old and aspiring artists. Firstly, industry professionals noted the
change of the role of branding in the industry. They highlighted its shift from a minor aspect to a
pivotal component of a brand’s presence online. When talking about brand presentation, three leading
sub themes were identified: Establishing Visual and Thematic Consistency, Brand Identity, and
Building Emotional Connection through Branding.

From the perspective of the industry professionals a cohesive brand image is vital to a brands
presentation on social media. It is essentially the brands online business card. Elements such as
distinctive colours, overlays, tone of voice and unique branding symbols are now an essential part of a
brands overall presence online and is seen as a determining factor for success on social media
platforms, like Instagram. As an example, DJ Kruelty and his project was named multiple times in the
interviews by industry professionals. The Rawstyle DJ stands out on social media for his cohesive and
thematic use of dark, gory visuals and consistent tone of voice, including strategic use of emojis. This
alignment of visual and tonal elements is seen as enhancing the perception and identity of the artist,
making the brand more memorable and impactful.

A constantly recurring theme throughout the analysis is the problematic nature of the
overflowing market on social media. This runs through the majority of the arguments and is one of the
fundamental drivers for the importance of branding, but also engagement and all the other findings.
All industry professionals reported the pressure to stand out as a brand in the scene, which is mostly
translated into extreme branding, music and trying to push the limits of what is possible.

Moreover, industry professionals explain the complexity of creating a brand image and
presentation that is not merely superficial aesthetics but additionally delving deeper into meaningful
imagery. This can be translated by the choice of colour, that conveys a certain meaning all the way to
the use of certain wording to deliver a particular feeling towards the audience.

Fans echoed the perception of the industry professionals, recognizing the significant impact of
brand image on how brands are recognized on social media. For instance, B2s’ use of vibrant colour
palettes (blue, yellow and pink) to create a recognizable and memorable brand image. Further, the
fans pointed the immediate association of specific colours with brands, exemplifying effective
branding through recognition. Additionally, fans talked about the importance of tone of voice used on
Instagram by brands in fostering a sense of community and belonging. For example, Defqon.1’s
“weekend warriors”, to underscore the atmosphere of a familial tribe. This sense of belonging is

reinforced by the consistent use of thematic language and visuals that align with the brand’s overall
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narrative, which has been positively mentioned by fans in the interviews. Adding to this, the
perspective of the fans highlighted how these branding strategies can aid to consciously and
unconsciously stand out in the overflowing marketing.

While brand identity is something vital to the overall brand presentation, both online and
offline, fans did not mention aspects of brand identity in the conducted interviews. However, it is
important to note, that brand identity is something extremely individual and personal to a brand itself,
only being visible through brand image and engagement for fans. Therefore, only industry
professionals discussed the importance of a cohesive and well thought through brand identity,
matching the personal values, persona and beliefs of brands and artists online. They further agree
upon the need to stay consistent and true to the individual brand identity to be successful. Brand
identity furthermore also has to align with the music produced.

The need for personal connection drives like a red thread through the results of this study. It is
mirrored in the use of emotional content in form of emotional marketing and branding. Artists and
events create brand strategies that purposely target the emotional connection with their fans, creating a
branding, that conveys the music, into a physical and visual sphere. When it comes to the topic of
emotional branding, it becomes especially clear, that branding, and engagement are intertwined with
each other. While emotional branding is firstly the act of a brands creating content, it also

automatically engages the audience in an affective way.

6.2 Fan Interaction Dynamics

While branding is a theme that is focussed on by industry professionals more than fans, both
sample groups agree on the importance of engagement for the success but also sustainability of artists.
However, its engagement does not only play a crucial role in the success, but also in the way fans
perceive artists and therefore in shaping the identity of brands. All three levels of engagement,
discussed among other by Hollebeek et al. (2014; 2019) play together into the success of brands
online. Becoming visible in the sub themes: Emotional Bonds with Fans; Behavioural Participation
and Interaction and the Informational Engagement with Content. Emotional engagement, as discussed
before can be viewed as the counterpart to emotional branding. When a brand posts emotionally
branded content on Instagram, they strategically evoke emotional engagement with their fans. This
type of psychological marketing is successful, especially when understanding the deep meaning the
music holds for the fans in the community. However, emotional engagement can also be seen in the
interaction with relatable and fun content. Since Instagram, until this day, has an entertaining and
relaxing factor to it, balancing content, that conveys emotions such as nostalgia, love or dedication
with emotions such as laughter, lightness or relatability, does not only help creating a more
meaningful connection with brands, but can naturally create success in form of recognition,

interaction even numerous successes in form of higher ticket sales and music streams. Moreover,
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content, that is highly relatable, such as memes, naturally has a higher chance to create behavioural
engagement in form of shares, comments, or likes.

Personal interactions, such as direct messages and Q&A sessions have been named as the
most memorable ways of behavioural engagement. Fans feel recognized and appreciated, when
brands and artists take the time to interact with them on a personal level. Fans further explain, that in
the community it is easier to reach out to brands than in other music industry, which is an aspect, that
they value greatly. Also industry professionals agree on the importance of behavioural engagement,
stating that providing value for the audience can create a feeling of loyalty. Furthermore, behavioural
engagement effectively is the one type of engagement, that can be created by the other two types,
cognitive and emotional. If the audience is emotionally or cognitive engaged in form of receiving
information about their favourite brand on social media, they are more inclined to like, share or
comment. Therefore, on the one side, behavioural engagement can help creating a deeper connection
between brand and fans. Further this form of engagement can also be an outcome from successful
cognitive and emotional engagement. Fans emphasised on the positive feelings that are evoked
through personal interaction with brands. This can be seen as another important tool to shape success
online.

Cognitive engagement provides the last layer of engagement analysed in this study. Providing
information about music, releases and events is a non-negotiable for brands in the social media realm.
Since brand-related Instagram accounts are always a marketing channel, brands are forced to use them
as that, even when they do not necessarily want to. However, while the perception of fans is split
when it comes to the promotion of events and music, both sides acknowledge the importance of such.
One group of fans foremost uses Instagram to receive information and therefore their main intention is
the cognitive engagement. These types of fans get excited about new releases and follow their
favourite festivals and brands close to not miss any news from them. Contrary to that are the fans, that
prefer Instagram as entertainment platform. They describe the informative content as rather irritant,

than pleasuring.

6.3 Integration of Presentation and Interaction

As discussed in the sections prior, branding and engagement are two leading subjects when it
comes to create success of artists and brands online. Both are heavily interconnected with each other,
and it is almost impossible to research them without each other. This interconnectedness can be seen
in the three sub themes: Maintaining Authenticity, Interaction-driven Brand Adaptation and
Cultivating Long-term Loyalty. Authenticity has been named as important aspect by every single
participant in this research. Fans described the wish to move away from the perfect cinematic
Instagram style and towards a more authentic and personal type of content. Frequently named were

the strategies of REBiRTH Festival in form of behind the scenes content, but also interaction with
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artists and simply giving the brand a face. While branding seems to grow in importance as perceived
by many industry professionals, it is crucial to find a balance between the perfect persona/ brand and
the more authentic approach to fostering engagement.

Nevertheless, being authentic does not immediately mean giving up the idea of beautiful
branding. Instagram is a creative space, where it is highly valued by fans when brands try out
something new, create content, that is relatable and feels authentic. Within the concept of authenticity,
it really becomes evident, how engagement and branding can become one, since authenticity can be a
crucial part of branding and therefore naturally fostering engagement in various forms. When
REBIRTH Festival for example interviews artists on the campsite of the event, fans are immersed in a
new way with artists and brands. Especially with authentic content, fans become the chance to learn
new information about their favourite stakeholders in the industry. This automatically creates a closer
and more personal bond. Therefore, regarding the issue, that brands need to stand out, authenticity can
help with that easily. Individuality in a trend-based community, where millions dance to the same
song on social media is an easy and effective way to stand out.

Another finding in this research is, that branding and engagement together foster brand
loyalty. While good branding easily can evoke engagement, as perceived by both industry
professionals and fans, brand loyalty can primary be created through the interplay of both. Branding
strategies can be used as a way to make people related to the persona online. Participants named DJ
Element with his distinct personal brand. The DJ makes his audience relate to him and therefore
creates loyalty. Nevertheless, branding alone does not shape the perception or fostering brand loyalty.
Cohesive and relatable branding paired with ongoing engagement builds a deeper and personal
connection with the fans. This relates in long-term brand loyalty, cultivating sustainable success of

brands online and offline.

6.4 Offline Realms and Markets

Not only the shift in markets influences the success of branding strategies and brands in the
Dutch Hard Dance music industry immensely. The interconnectedness of the offline and online realm
due to the unique community plays another significant role. The Market Dynamics; the Impact of
Music and the Interplay of Offline and Online Realm further explain this. Industry professionals
acknowledge that nowadays especially artists, which are the key stakeholders in the industry, have to
come with a whole new set of skills. Hereby it is important to acknowledge, that artists and their
music build the foundation of the entire industry, where other brands and events are built upon.

Industry professionals especially noted the decreased attention span of the audience due to the
new type of short-form content and therefore the need to cater to these new needs. While these
changes are primarily a more general issue faced by creators on Instagram, unique to the industry is

the impact of music and the resulting interconnectedness with the offline realm. Firstly, music still
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greatly shapes the success of artists online. Music goes beyond classic branding and even
engagement. Although both factors play a very important role, music is a decisive factor for fans as to
whether they follow an artist or not. Music also plays an important role offline. New artists are
discovered at events and then followed on social media. In this case it does not always matter how
good the branding online is. However, this is exclusive to artists. When discussing events, it becomes
even more important for them to stand out with good branding and engagement. Due to the
oversaturation of the market in the Netherlands and inflation fans need to be convinced more to attend
and event.

Trends build the last shaping factor when it comes to success of brands online. Providing the
example of Dual Damage, it becomes clear how strong and impactful social media can be when it
comes to the success of an artists. However, it is not one-sided, but reciprocal. Because although
trends have a strong influence on whether artists become successful, they also have a strong influence
on their identity. This can be seen in the growing trend towards harder music, led by trends on
Instagram and TikTok. Industry professionals are especially struggling with balancing between the
need to follow trends, but also staying authentic to the individual brands. Trends possess great power
online as they can be a deciding factor if something goes viral or not. However, industry professionals

emphasise the fact that trends are only a momentum and do not provide long-lasting authenticity.
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7. Conclusion

To conclude this, and to answer the research question and sub-question of this study, industry
professionals perceive branding and fan engagement as two pivotal aspects in creating success of
artists and brands on social media. Branding on the one side has become a non-negotiable for brands
due to the competition online, and fan engagement is becoming increasingly more important.
Together these two concepts build the foundation for fostering brand loyalty and tackling the
problems faced in the new and ever-changing online realm. Social media and the way brands present
themselves on them has become increasingly important for fans. With Instagram being one of the
major marketing platforms in today’s digital realm, it impacts the picture fans have of artists and
brands immensely. For example, fans turn to social media to gain information about music releases,
artists and events. While branding plays an important role especially in the way fans perceive artists
and brands online and in to stand out in the overflowing market on Instagram, engagement, personal
connection, authenticity and the offline realm play a crucial role for fans. While industry professionals
and fans agree in the majority of aspects, fans still hold a very deep connection to the music itself and
the resulting community. Industry professionals focus a lot on the brand presentation, while fans do
not immediately acknowledge explicit aspects such as certain brand imagery. Fans agree that music,
that overall appearance and experience are the main shaping factors in the success of an artist and
brand online. Additionally, the offline realm still plays a vital role in the picture and idea fans have of
brands in the Dutch Hard Dance community, making that nearly as important as branding and
engagement. This leads to the insight that social media has completely changed the way success is
created not only online, but also offline. This can be seen in artists gaining offline success sorely
through their trending status online, but also through the constant need to stand out in the

oversaturated market on social media.

7.1 Academical Implications

This research sheds new light on a community, that has not been researched much before.
While bigger music industries such as EDM or Pop have been subject of multiple academic studies,
there is only limited research on the Dutch Hard Dance music community. This paper helps to
understand that branding and engagement are not the only factors in creating success of brands online.
Another pivotal aspect is the offline sphere. Furthermore, previous research on branding in the EDM
music community has been limited to platforms such as Myspace and Facebook. This study therefore
provides a new angle, taking Instagram into account, acknowledging that TikTok as a platform for
Hard Dance music is becoming increasingly important. It furthermore provides a new nuance to the
concept of emotional branding in music marketing, stating that emotional connection evoked through

branding is a successful tool.
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7.2 Practical Implications

This research is especially interesting for industry professionals as it provides a
comprehensive view on a topic that has become a vital part in the life of every professional
stakeholder in the industry. With the rise of social media and the new importance of branding and
engagement in the world of Dutch Hard Dance music, industry professionals can take key learnings
from this study. Engagement and authenticity but especially the love for the music is still the driving
factor for many fans. However, in the current saturated and highly competitive market it is crucial to
create a strong and cohesive brand presence online, that fits with music, brand identity and persona.
While fans do not directly acknowledge the details of every aspect of branding, it still subconsciously
creating recognizability. Nevertheless, fans appreciate the step away from the perfect picture and

towards a more personal and individual connection with all brands in the industry.

7.3 Limitation

This research consisted of 13 participants, six industry professionals and seven fans, which
might not be representative for the entire Dutch Hard Dance music community. Furthermore, the
participants were selected based on their availability and willingness to participate, which might have
introduced a bias. Those, who agreed to participate may have stronger opinions on the topic
researched. Furthermore, it is important to acknowledge the limitation of language barrier. All
interviews were held in English, however, besides one participant, none were native speakers which
can lead to a more complicated and less flowing conversation.

It is always important to acknowledge the possible biases related to the method and personal
situation. The qualitative nature of the interviews can introduce subjectivity, participants might be
influenced by their personal experiences and perceptions. Lastly, the research has been conducted on
a subject, that is evolving quickly. Social media and branding trends evolve rapidly, the findings of
this study reflect the current state of the industry, which may change in the future, affecting the

relevance of the conclusion over time.

7.4 Future Research

To gain a deeper understanding on how the information gathered from the interviews translate
into practice on social media, a content analysis could be conducted alongside fitting interviews. This
would create a deeper and more insightful understanding on how branding and engagement strategies
are shown in success in terms of followers, likes, shares and comments. Furthermore, future research

could be conducted on a wider range of fans to further understand how branding and engagement are
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perceived by this vital aspect of the community. For this, possibly a quantitative approach could be

helpful to gather a wide range of data which then could be compared to the findings in this research.
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Appendix A. Interview Overview

Table A.1: Interviewed Industry Professionals

Interviewee Profession Type of Interview Length

Professional 1 Artist Face-to-face via Zoom 60 minutes

Professional 2 Marketing Manager / Booking Face-to-face via Zoom 45 minutes
Agency owner

Professional 3 Marketing and Music Label Face-to-face via Zoom 60 minutes
Manager

Professional 4 Content Creator for Events Face-to-face via Zoom 45 minutes

Professional 5 Marketing Manager of an Event | Written Interview -
Organizer

Professional 6 Social Media Manager of a Face-to-face via Zoom 40 minutes
Music label

Table A.2: Interviewed Fans

Interviewee Type of Interview Length Nationality

Fan 1 Face-to-face via Zoom 40 minutes Dutch

Fan 2 Face-to-face via Zoom 65 minutes Dutch

Fan 3 Face-to-face via Zoom 60 minutes Dutch

Fan 4 Face-to-face via Zoom 35 minutes Belgium

Fan 5 Face-to-face via Zoom 60 minutes UK

Fan 6 Face-to-face via Zoom 45 minutes German

Fan 7 Face-to-face via Zoom 40 minutes Dutch

Interview Guide Industry Professionals

Icebreaker:

1) Can you tell me about your background and experiences in the Dutch Hard Dance music scene?

2) Can you tell me a little bit about what the brand stands for, what values, images etc?

Topic: Perceptions of Branding in the Hard Dance Music Scene:

Main Question:

What do you think about branding in the Dutch Hard Dance music scene?

Possible follow-up Questions:

1) What do you consider to be the key elements of successful branding in this scene?

2) How does branding affect how artists and events are seen?
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3) What makes branding effective or not in this scene?

4) In your opinion, what distingushes effective branding from ineffective branding?

5) How important do you think good branding on social media is for the industry?

6) What role do you believe branding plays in shaping the overall identity and image of an artist,
label, event in the scene?

7) Does trends on social media influence the branding?

8) How do you believe branding shapes the way fans interact with artists, events and labels on social
media?

9) Can you provide examples of successful branding that have resulted in good fan engagement?

Topic: Approaches to Fan Engagement:

Main Question:

How do you connect with fans in the Dutch Hard Dance music community?

Possible follow-up Questions:

1) What works best for engaging fans?

2) How do you balance between fostering fan engagement and maintaining authenticity within the
community?

3) What elements of fan engagement are most important in your opinion?

4) What tools on instagram/tiktok do you use to engage with your fans?

5) How important is fan engagement for your brand?

6) What types of content do you share? Which are most successful?

7) How does fan engagement help artists and events succeed?

8) What role do you think fan engagement plays in the success and sustainability of artists and
events in the Hard Dance music scene?

9) How do you think branding infleuces fan engagement on social media platforms?

10) How do you see community interactions shaping the development of the scene over time?

11) How is branding influnced by the community?

12) How do you perceive the impact of fan engagement on shaping the way branding is used on social
media?

13) To what extend do you believe fan feedback and interactions on social media influences branding

decisions within the scene?

Topic: Industry Perspectives on Community Dynamics:
Main Question:
What’s the community like in the Dutch Hard Dance music scene?

Possible follow-up Questions:
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1) Can you describe the overall vibe of the community, especially on social media?

2) How does social media plattforms, like instagram, contribute to the community building in the
scene?

3) How do you create a community feeling through branding?

4) How does social media influence the community in the scene?

5) What's unique about this community and how does it affect branding and fan engagement?

6) How do you and others in the industry help the community grow?

Topic: Reflections on Industry Practices:

Main Question:

When you look back, what have you learned about branding and fan engagement in the Hard Dance
music industry?

Possible follow-up Questions:

1) Is there something you wish you knew earlier about branding and fan engagement?

2) How do you think things will change in the future?

Interview Guide Fans

Icebreaker:

Can you tell me about your experiences in the Dutch Hard Dance music scene?
Possible follow-up Questions:

1) What first got you into hardstyle?

2) How would you describe the community vibe within the scene?

Topic: Interaction on Social Media:

Main Question:

Share a memorable experience you’ve had with a brand or event on social media within the dutch

hard dance music scene. What aspect of the interaction stood out to you?

Possible follow-up Questions:

1) Have you ever joined online discussions or communities related to Hard Dance music? If yes,
what was your experience?

2) How do you feel when you see photos or videos from other fans on social media about Hard

Dance music?

Topic: Branding and Presentation:

Main Question:
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How would you describe the way brands present themselves on social media within the Hardstyle

scene? Can you provide examples of distinct brand presentation?

Possible follow-up Questions:

1) How do you notice brands and events showing up on social media in the scene?

2) Can you think of brands, that stand out to you? What do you like about them?

3) How do you feel about the stuff brands and events share on social media?

4) Can you tell me a little bit about the way you notice brands present themselves on social media?
How do they distinguish themselves from others?

5) How do you feel about the content shared by brands and events in the Hard Dance music scene on
social media?

6) Can you think of a social media post or campaign from a brand or event in the Hard Dance music
scene that you really liked? What made it stand out to you?

7) Have you ever had any trouble interacting with brands or events on social media related to Hard

Dance music? Can you tell me about it?

Topic: How Branding Shapes the Hard Dance music Scene:

Main Question:

In your opinion, how does branding influence interactions within the scene? What aspect of branding

have the most significant impact?

Possible follow-up Questions:

1) Does it seem like it represents what the scene is about? = If so, what aspects in particular
represent the scene best?

2) How do you think the branding of events like festivals or parties changes the way people
experience them?

3) What kind of content do you like most? What makes it stand out to you?

4) From your perspective, why is branding important for brands and events within the scene? Can
you provide examples that highlight its significance?

5) Do you believe that the branding used by artists and events helps people feel like they belong to

the Hard Dance music community?

Topic: Perceptions of Branding on Social Media:

Main Question:

How do you view the branding efforts of brands and events on social media? What aspects of
branding stand out to you the most?

Possible follow-up Questions:
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1) What aspects of branding on social media do you notice the most when it comes to Hard Dance
music brands and events?

2) Can you describe a time when you felt particularly connected to an artist or event's brand on
social media? What elements of their branding stood out to you?

3) How do you think social media platforms contribute to the overall visibility and reach of brands
and events within the Hard Dance music scene?

4) Do you believe there are any missed opportunities or areas for improvement in how brands and
events engage with fans on social media within the Hard Dance music scene?

5) Do you have particular brands that do well with branding and promotion? What do they do
different to others?

6) What brands do you think are especially good in engage with fans? What makes them stand out to
you?

7) On the flip side, are there any brands that you feel don't use social media effectively? What do
you think they could do differently?

8) How do you think the way brands interact with fans on social media affects the overall vibe of the

Hard Dance music community online?

Topic: Fan Engagement on Social Media:

Main Question:

Describe your typical interactions with brands and events on social media within the scene. What

types of content do you engage with the most and why?

Possible follow-up Questions:

1) Can you describe how you personally interact with brands and events on social media platforms
related to Hard Dance music?

2) What types of content do you engage with the most on social media (e.g., event announcements,
artist updates, community discussions)?

3) How do you feel when brands or events respond to fan comments or feedback on social media

platforms? Does it influence your engagement with them?

Topic: Community Dynamics:

Main Question:

How do you observe fans engaging with brands and events within the scene on social media?
Possible follow-up Questions:

1) What, in your opinion, makes a brand or event good at engaging with fans on social media?
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2)

3)

4)

Do you feel loyal to any particular brands or events within the Hard Dance music scene on social
media? If so, what makes you loyal to them?

Can you tell me about a brand or event in Hard Dance music that has made you feel like you're
part of a community on social media? What did they do to make you feel that way?

What do you think is hard for brands or events to do when they try to talk to fans on social media

about Hard Dance music? Can you give me examples of times when it didn't work out well?

Topic: Influence of Branding on Fan Engagement:

Main Question:

In what ways do you believe branding contributes to the sense of community within the scene? Can

you share personal experience that show this influence?

Possible follow-up Questions:

1)

2)

How do you navigate the balance between being a fan and being marketed to by brands and
events on social media? Does it affect your overall experience in the scene?
Can you describe any instances where your engagement with a brand or event on social media has

led to a deeper connection or sense of belonging within the Hard Dance music community?

Topic: Importance of Fan Engagement:

Main Questions:

1)

2)
3)

From your perspective, why is fan engagement important for brands and events within the scene?
Can you provide examples that highlight its significance?
What makes the community unique for you?

How does social media play into this perception?

Topic: Suggestions and Improvements:

Main Question:

What recommendations would you offer to brands or events within the Dutch Hard Dance music

scene to enhance their interaction with fans on social media platforms?
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Appendix B: Final Thematic Map

1. Crafting Brand Presentation

Establishing Visual and
Thematic Consistency

Building Emotional
Connection through Branding

Brand Identity

Figure B.1: Final Thematic Map: Crafting Brand Presentation

2. Fan Interaction Dynamics

Emotional Bonds with Behavioural Participation Informative Engagement
Fans and Interaction with Content

Figure B.2: Final Thematic Map: Fan Interaction Dynamics

3. Integration of Presentation
and Interaction

Maintaining Interaction-driven Brand Cultivating long-term
Authenticity Adaptation Loyalty

Figure B.3: Final Thematic Map: Integration of Presentation and Interaction

4. Offline Realm and Markets

Interplay of Offline and

Market Dynamics Impact of Music R

Figure B.4: Final Thematic Map: Offline Realm and Markets
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Appendix C. List of Brands in the Hard Dance Music Scene

Table C.1: Brands in the Hard Dance music scene

Brand Explanation Instagram Profile Link

Audiotricz Euphoric Hardstyle DJ Duo https://www.instagram.com/audiotricz/

Decibel Outdoor One of the four main Hard Dance only https://www.instagram.com/officialdecibeloutdoor/
Festival weekend festivals in the scene in the

Netherlands. The event takes place in
the end of August in Beekse Bergen.
Organized by B2s

Defqon.1 Weekend

Festival

The biggest and oldest Harder Styles
Weekend festival in the scene, held
during end of June in Biddinghuizen.
One of the four main Hard Dance only
weekend festivals in the scene in the

Netherlands. Organized by Q-dance

https://www.instagram.com/defqon1/

Dual Damage

Upcoming Rawstyle DJ Duo, that
gained immense attention due to their

social media presence in the last year.

https://www.instagram.com/dualdamage raw/

Ecstatic

Euphoric Hardstyle DJ

https://www.instagram.com/ecstatic_music/

Intents Festival

One of the four main Hard Dance only
weekend festivals in the scene in the
Netherlands. The event takes place in
Oisterwijk (NL) in the end of May/
beginning of June. Organized by Intents
Events BV

https://www.instagram.com/intentsfestival/

Kruelty

Rawstyle DJ that stands out with his

especially gory and dark branding.

https://www.instagram.com/krueltyofficial/

REBIRTH Festival

One of the four main Hard Dance only
weekend festivals in the scene in the
Netherlands. The event takes place in
April in Haarem (NL) and is considered
as the “season opener” of the festival
summer each year. Organizied by

Rebirth Events BV

https://www.instagram.com/rebirthfestival/

Rooler & Sickmode

Rawstyle DJs that are known for their

humorous branding on social media.

https://www.instagram.com/roolerofficial/

https://www.instagram.com/sickmoded;j/

Spoontech Records

Rawstyle Music Label

https://www.instagram.com/spoontechrecords/
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Appendix D. Interview Consent Form

CONSENT REQUEST FOR PARTICIPATING IN RESEARCH

FOR QUESTIONS ABOUT THE STUDY, CONTACT:

Lisa-Marie Miiller, 68391 7Im@student.eur.nl

DESCRIPTION

You are invited to participate in a research about perceived branding and engagement in the Dutch

Hard Dance music scene. The purpose of the study is to understand How people in the Hard Dance

music scene, including both fans and professionals, see the way artists and events promote themselves

and interact with fans on social media?.

Unless you prefer that no recordings are made, I will make a video recording of the interview.

Y our acceptance to participate in this study means that you accept to be interviewed. In general terms:
e my questions will be related to the perceived branding and engagement on social media in the

Dutch Hard Dance music scene

I will use the material from the interviews and my observation exclusively for academic work, such as

further research, academic meetings and publications.

RISKS AND BENEFITS

A. As far as I can tell, there are no risks associated with participating in this research. I will not use

your name or other identifying information in the study. The participants in the study will only be

referred to with pseudonyms, and in terms of general characteristics such as age and gender, etc.

You are always free not to answer any particular question, and/or stop participating at any point.

TIME INVOLVEMENT
Y our participation in this study will take 30 - 60mins. You may interrupt your participation at any

time.

PARTICIPANTS’ RIGHTS

If you have decided to accept to participate in this project, please understand your participation is
voluntary and you have the right to withdraw your consent or discontinue participation at any time
without penalty. You have the right to refuse to answer particular questions. If you prefer, your
identity will be made known in all written data resulting from the study. Otherwise, your individual

privacy will be maintained in all published and written data resulting from the study.

CONTACTS AND QUESTIONS
If you have questions about your rights as a study participant, or are dissatisfied at any time with any

aspect of this study, you may contact —anonymously, if you wish— Argyrios Emmanouloudis,
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Erasmus School of History, Culture and Communication, Erasmus University Rotterdam,

emmanouloudis@eshcc.eur.nl

SIGNING THE CONSENT FORM

If you sign this consent form, your signature will be the only documentation of your identity. Thus,
you DO NOT NEED to sign this form. In order to minimize risks and protect your identity, you may
prefer to consent orally. Your oral consent is sufficient.

I give consent that this interview can be recorded

Name Signature Date

I prefer my identity to be revealed in all written data resulting from this study [ ]
Name Signature
Date

This copy of the consent form is for you to keep. 6

6 Two copies should be made for each subject: one for the subject to keep and one for the student’s

records.
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