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1 INTRODUCTION 

The Internet and its different social media channels play a significant role in the lives of a large part 

of the globe’s population. Internet environments provide an opportunity to connect with people all 

over the world regardless of the participants’ geographical locations. It is a reality that the majority 

of the world’s population lives without Internet, and Internet access and the ability to produce Internet 

content are still largely determined by socio-economic status (Schradie 2011). However, in many 

countries Internet use is a daily occurrence for nearly the entire population. For instance, in 2016, 88 

percent of all Finns used the Internet, and almost all Finns under the age of 55 used it (Tilastokeskus 

2016). As Leppänen, Westinen and Kytölä (2017: 2) note, social media act as significant sites for 

everyday life, as habits of ‘being in the world’, communicating with others, sharing and arranging 

information, and collectively constructing culture. 

One of the popular social media platforms of recent years is reddit. Reddit was founded in 2005, and 

in 11 years it has gained a user base of over 250 million unique users (Reddit 2017). Moreover, 

Duggan and Smith (2013) state that six percent of all online adults in the US use reddit. One of the 

defining features of reddit is that it is more of a collection of communities rather than one large 

community. In fact, reddit consists of different kinds of subreddits which usually revolve around a 

certain interest or theme. 

The focus of this study is the subreddit r/LiverpoolFC which is directed at fans of Liverpool Football 

Club (LFC). The subreddit combines two interesting objects of study: online communities and 

football. Football communities online have not been studied extensively although football is generally 

recognised as a topic worth researching due to its large following around the world. With this study, 

I aim to illustrate whether a community that is built around a specific interest, in this case Liverpool 

FC, fulfils set criteria of an online community. Moreover, I aim to portray how a sense of community 

is constructed through linguistic means in the subreddit r/LiverpoolFC. 

The study consists of five sections. In the second section, I present relevant research and definitions 

that relate to my study. I also present previous research on online communities, football communities 

and reddit as an online platform. I also present the subreddit r/LiverpoolFC which is the object of my 

study. Moreover, I display the theoretical frameworks and definitions of sense of community, 

community of practice as well as identification and disidentification. In the third section, the aim of 

the study and its research questions are introduced. I also describe the data collection of my study. 

Moreover, the methods used in my study, discourse analysis, computer-mediated discourse analysis 

and ethnography, are presented in chapter three. Section four consists of the analysis concerning the 
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construction of a sense of community in the chosen subreddit. In section five, I discuss the findings 

of the study and their relevance for the study of sense of community and online communities. 

2 BACKGROUND 

The background section of this thesis aims to introduce relevant previous research and theoretical 

concepts that are related to the present study. In the following section, I first present important 

findings of previous research on online communities, football communities and reddit as a platform. 

Next, I define the concepts of sense of community, community of practice, and identification and 

disidentification which relate to the present study of the subreddit r/LiverpoolFC. 

2.1 Reddit as a platform 

Reddit is a social media platform which consists of different user-generated and user-moderated 

communities. As a platform, it provides its users the opportunity to generate content as well as 

evaluate the content of others by granting them ‘upvotes’ or ‘downvotes’ which are visible to all 

users. As Meikle (2016: 85) explains, reddit unifies the affordances of user-generated or curated 

content with community voting on the interest or relevance of such material. Thus, the users of reddit 

have the opportunity to influence the content of the site. Overall, reddit has grown into a large online 

platform which offers people of a variety of interests the opportunity to discuss them with others. 

Despite the rising popularity of reddit in recent years, there is little research on it. Previous studies on 

reddit have focused on topics such as participatory culture, community and play (Massanari 2015), 

reddit’s effectiveness in campaigning (Mills and Fish 2015), citizen journalism (Meikle 2016) and 

reddit’s voting dataset (Klapuri et al. 2013). In all but the last study, findings include mentions of 

reddit’s communality and its participants’ ability to unite despite the fragmental nature of the site. As 

can be seen, the perspectives of these previous studies have been varying in nature. However, research 

on reddit is clearly lacking in the field of sociolinguistics, although reddit offers significant potential 

for research of the field. Since my study is conducted from the perspective of sociolinguistics, I wish 

to present new kinds of findings on reddit, thus filling the gap in research to a certain extent. 

2.1.1 Subreddit r/LiverpoolFC 

The object of this study is the subreddit r/LiverpoolFC. The subreddit is primarily directed at fans of 

LFC, although it does not require subscription to be viewed and can thus be observed by anyone who 

wishes to do so. At the time of data collection, the subreddit had approximately 45 000 subscribers, 

making it the most subscribed LFC-themed subreddit on reddit. Part of the decision to choose this 

particular subreddit as the object of study was its popularity, which often translates into active 
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discussion. Since the topic of my thesis is largely focused on community-building through interaction, 

a subreddit with active discussion seemed to be a suitable choice. The subreddit was also a suitable 

object of study in the sense that I was not familiar with it beforehand, despite being a LFC fan myself. 

Thus, I felt that I could observe the community in an objective way without feeling the need to censor 

or embellish its content. 

The posts on the subreddit are mostly focused on LFC matches, news concerning the club and the 

players, and general discussion on LFC-related matters, such as opinions on players, seeking advice 

for purchasing match tickets and sharing experiences as LFC fans. There are also occasional general 

chat threads, but I decided not to focus on them since they are not the preliminary content of the 

subreddit. Overall, the subreddit combines the topic of LFC and the specialties of reddit as a platform 

in a way that makes it an interesting object of study. 

2.2 Defining online communities 

Online activities are an increasingly important part of the everyday lives of many people. As 

Leppänen (2012: 233) notes, the globalized nature of the Internet entails the possibility of connecting 

individuals and groups who can be culturally, geographically and linguistically distant from each 

other. This unique way of connecting people that the Internet provides could be seen as one of the 

reasons why online communities are highly interesting objects of study for today’s researchers. 

In order to study online communities, one must be able to define what an online community entails. 

With the aid of literature on virtual communities, criteria for such communities have surfaced. 

Herring (2004: 355) defines six sets of criteria as follows: 

1. Active, self-sustaining participation and core participants who can be identified based on the 

frequency of posting 

2. Shared history which can be evaluated through the availability and use of archives, purpose, 

culture which is indexed through the use of group-specific abbreviations, jargon and language 

practices and norms and values which can be seen through an examination of netiquette, FAQ, 

i.e. frequently asked questions, and verbal reactions to abuses of appropriate conduct 

3. Solidarity which can be evaluated through the use of verbal humour, support which can 

manifest, for instance, as acts of positive politeness, and reciprocity which often takes the 

form of turn initiation and response 

4. Criticism and conflict which can be examined through speech acts that violate positive 

politeness and means of conflict resolution which can be regarded as an interactive sequence 

of acts 
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5. Self-awareness of the group as an entity that differs from other groups which can be expressed 

in its’ members’ references to the group as a group and in “us versus them” language 

6. Emergence of roles and hierarchy which can be presented in participation patterns and 

different kinds of speech acts, as well as governance and rituals which usually need to be 

observed over a period of time in order to be understood by the observer 

Some of Herring’s (2004: 355) criteria are, in fact, particularly significant for the community of 

r/LiverpoolFC. Firstly, the expression of the community’s culture through abbreviations and jargon 

which are specific to the group is very common. Secondly, manifestations of solidarity as verbal 

humour are an important feature of the community’s interactions. Lastly, the self-awareness of the 

group, which is often expressed as “us versus them” language, is especially significant in the 

community, as well as among football fans in general. In conclusion, Herring’s (2004: 355) criteria 

could be regarded as highly important to the analysis of a community such as r/LiverpoolFC. 

2.3 Football as an object of research 

Football is one of the most followed sports in the world and has generated a plethora of communities 

that revolve around the sport. Football and certain features that relate to it, such as fan activities and 

fan communities, have also gained interest in the field of research. As Kytölä (2016: 379) notes, 

football is a rich domain for the study of language, globalization and translocality because it is a form 

of culture, social activity and entertainment that is present in nearly all parts of the world, and involves 

a significant amount of mobility across nations and social spaces. The fans of football are often highly 

active on the Internet, forming their own fan communities. A large part of the communities is formed 

around a certain club that the members support. Thus, there is already a wider common interest 

(football) that unites the members of the community, as well as a more specific one (a particular club 

or team). While football has been studied from several perspectives, some of which relate to the topic 

of my present study, there seems to be little football-centred research that combines both online 

environments and sociolinguistics. Thus, the present study could offer some new insights into the 

field of football studies. 

As Monaghan (2014: 244) notes, traditionally linguistics defines a community as tied to a certain 

geographical location, but in online contexts it is clearly the more abstract aspects of community, 

such as affiliation to common beliefs and ideas, that are at the core of organising the community. The 

phenomenon applies well to football communities online, in which the shared interest is often football 

in general or a certain football club. The club in question, such as Liverpool FC, has fans who are 
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physically all over the globe but they still have a plethora of online communities through which they 

can discuss their shared interest. 

2.4 Sense of community 

According to McMillan and Chavis (1986), sense of community is constructed upon four components. 

The first element is membership. Membership is defined as “the feeling of belonging or of sharing a 

personal relatedness” (McMillan and Chavis, 1986: 9). The second component is influence. Influence 

in this context means the sense of mattering to a group and the group mattering to its members. The 

third element is the integration and fulfilment of needs. It serves as reinforcement of the feeling that 

the members’ needs will be fulfilled by the resources that are offered by the membership of the group. 

Lastly, the fourth component is shared emotional connection. In other words, it consists of the 

commitment and belief that the members have shared and will share “history, common places, time 

together, and similar experiences” (McMillan and Chavis, 1986: 9). 

Despite the fact that McMillan and Chavis’ theory (1986) was founded three decades ago, its core 

ideas are still relevant today in the construction of a community. The manifestations of the four 

elements may be slightly different, especially in online contexts, but the basis can be seen in many 

virtual communities. The theory has been applied to some community-related studies. Rotman, 

Golbeck and Preece (2009) found that YouTube users feel a strong sense of community towards the 

site despite its scattered and almost non-existent structure. Seeing that YouTube is a very large social 

networking site, the findings could implicate that a sense of community can be constructed even in 

vast environments which are diffused in nature. Evidence for the criteria of McMillan and Chavis 

(1986) is provided by Obst, Zinkiewicz and Smith (2002), who studied the science fiction fandom 

from the perspective of the criteria of sense of community theory. Although the fan community was 

based on interest without any geographical boundaries, it was found that the community members 

reported a strong sense of community. All four criteria of McMillan and Chavis (1986) were found 

to be present in the science fiction community. These findings strongly suggest that a sense of 

community does not require physical presence or other conformity. Thus, online communities seem 

to be a valid object for studies of sense of community. 

2.5 Community of Practice 

Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (1992: 8) describe communities of practice as aggregates of people who 

come together around joint engagement in a common endeavour. In the midst of the joint activity, 

different kinds of practices emerge. Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (1992: 8) also note that a 
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community of practice is specifically defined at the same time by its membership and the practice in 

which its members engage. 

According to Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002: 4), communities of practice are groups of 

people who have a shared concern, set of problems or a passion about a particular topic, and who 

expand their expertise and knowledge in this field by interacting on a continuous basis. The study 

seems to focus on communities of practice that have the possibility to congregate in a physical space. 

However, its descriptions of communities of practice are relevant for online communities as well. 

Wenger et al. (2002: 4) note that when the members of a community of practice spend time together, 

they usually share insight, information and advice. The notion is as relevant to an online community 

as it is to a community whose members have the possibility to physically meet each other. 

Wenger et al. (2002) express some of the same ideas as Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (1992). For 

example, Wenger et al. (2002: 5) remark that the members of a community of practice develop “a 

common body of knowledge, practices and approaches”. Thus, the practices in which the members 

engage are seen as important by both Eckert and McConnell Ginet and Wenger et al. However, 

Wenger et al. (2002: 5) also note that the members of a community of practice may even develop a 

common sense of identity. Thus, the concept of a shared identity is mentioned as a potentially 

remarkable feature of a community of practice. 

2.6 Identification and disidentification 

When speaking of belonging to a community, identification is a relevant phenomenon. Identification 

could be seen as strongly linked with the notion of membership of a community: if one has gained 

membership of a community, one often also specifically identifies oneself as its member. 

Identification has been defined as acts in which social actors feel the need to portray the characteristics 

of themselves and others, to position themselves in consideration of others, to place themselves and 

others into a narrative, and to place themselves and others in a category or categories in multiple 

contexts (Leppänen et al. 2017: 15). The described characteristics play a significant role in 

community construction, in which it is important for social actors to identify as members of the 

community for the community to be formed. 

It is important to note, however, that the concept of identification is not limited to expressions and 

indications of belonging and alignment. The notion can also encompass acts of disidentification. 

Disidentification signifies the ways in which social actors disengage, dis-align and distance 

themselves from specific identification-related stances or possibilities (Leppänen et al. 2017: 15). The 

concept of disidentification is a particularly important one in the context of football communities. It 
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is highly typical for football fans to express their membership of a certain fan community and 

strengthen their fan identity by distancing themselves from the rivalling teams and their fans. Often, 

slander and mockery directed at rivalling teams and their fans, which could appear as inappropriate 

to those who are not familiar with football culture, is seen as a traditional and even integral part of 

expressing one’s fan membership. 

3 THE PRESENT STUDY 

In the following section, I illustrate the research proposal of the present study by presenting its aim 

and research questions. Moreover, I describe the data collection process of the present study and the 

methods of analysis that have been used in the analysis of the data. In the end of the section, I also 

discuss the ethical issues related to the data collection of this thesis. 

3.1 Aim and research questions 

The aim of my study is to gain an understanding of how a sense of community is created in the 

subreddit r/LiverpoolFC, which could be called an Internet community. I will examine the 

phenomenon from a sociolinguistic perspective. In other words, the aim is to discover how the sense 

of community is formed through linguistic means. 

The research questions of my study are the following: 

1. How do linguistic means contribute to the construction of a sense of community on 

r/LiverpoolFC? 

2. Which aspects of online communities does the subreddit r/LiverpoolFC entail? 

By finding answers for the research questions, I hope to provide insight into the community 

construction of the specific subreddit in question. Moreover, I wish to showcase what kind of a role 

language has in the process. Before conducting the study, my hypothesis concerning the research 

questions was that linguistic means are used in constructing a sense of community on the subreddit 

r/LiverpoolFC. For instance, Edwards (2009: 12) suggests that linguistic variations, such as jargon, 

registers and styles, can indicate group membership, such as belonging to a club or to a gang. My 

previous experiences with online communities attest to the findings of these previous studies. I have 

studied online communities before on Imgur and Instagram, and in those studies, language and its 

varying features proved to be one of the most important tools in constructing a sense of community 

amongst community members. 
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3.2 Data collection 

The data for my thesis has been collected on the subreddit r/LiverpoolFC. The data consists of 

instances of language use that is in connection with the construction of the sense of community of 

r/LiverpoolFC. The data collection consists of several stages: observation, collection of data excerpts, 

final selection and categorisation of data excerpts, and analysis of the data according to suitable 

theoretical frameworks.  

Firstly, I observed the community r/LiverpoolFC and acquainted myself with its content and 

practices. This first stage is highly important for the study since it aids me to see the larger context of 

the community’s communication. In other words, I familiarised myself with the ways in which the 

members of the community interact with one another and learnt to decipher recurring communication 

patterns and other linguistic features, such as insider language. The recurring features seem to be 

particularly interesting and significant in constructing a sense of community and group identities on 

Reddit. Thus, it is essential for me to have an understanding of the recurring linguistic features of the 

community in order to be able to analyse its communication as precisely as possible. 

Secondly, I collected data excerpts from the community’s online interactions. For this purpose, I used 

screen shots for short excerpts and images. I also saved entire pages of the website at given moments 

using the Google Chrome extension SingleFile. SingleFile saves the chosen web page in its entirety 

at the moment of observation. With its technique, I was able to preserve whole discussions at once 

without having to take multiple screen captures of each one of them. Moreover, I could observe the 

conversations of r/LiverpoolFC in the exact form they were in at the moment of collection. All the 

data excerpts of the thesis were collected from r/LiverpoolFC between October 2016 and December 

2016. 

Thirdly, I chose data excerpts for closer analysis. The excerpts were chosen on the basis of their 

relevance regarding the sense of community of r/LiverpoolFC. The other criterion for the selection 

of the excerpts was that they had generated conversation that spans multiple comments. The reason 

for the criterion is that the analysis of interaction between the community members is more closely 

connected with the topic of my study than the analysis of singular comments that have generated no 

responses. At this stage, I also divided the data excerpts into categories according to the four criteria 

of McMillan and Chavis’ (1986) sense of community theory. Lastly, I analysed the chosen data, 

incorporating the theoretical frameworks of discourse analysis and computer-mediated discourse 

analysis in the process. In this thesis, I attempt to illustrate larger connections between data excerpts 
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of different categories as well as the links between the data and the wider theoretical frameworks 

connected to the issues which have arisen. 

3.3 Methods of Analysis 

In the analysis of the collected data, I widely utilised McMillan and Chavis’ (1986) sense of 

community theory and Herring’s (2004) criteria for virtual communities which have been presented 

in the previous section of this thesis. Since the two theories are strongly connected with the research 

questions of this thesis, they have been incorporated into the analysis in order to illustrate how the 

community construction on r/LiverpoolFC is performed. In order to gain a deeper understanding of 

the collected data, I have also drawn from the fields of discourse analysis, computer-mediated 

discourse analysis, and ethnography. These methods are presented in the following sub-sections. 

3.3.1 Discourse analysis and computer-mediated discourse analysis 

As Reddit is a highly text-centric website, the majority of my data is text-based. The focus of my 

study is the use of linguistic features in the construction of sense of community. Regarding the focus 

of my study, Discourse Analysis (DA) is a logical choice for the basis of my analysis. DA as a 

collection of methodologies examines how the use of language is affected by the relationships 

between the participants and the influence the use of language has upon social identities and relations 

(Paltridge 2012: 2). Considering that Reddit, and thus r/LiverpoolFC, is an online environment, the 

analysis also draws from the findings of Computer-Mediated Discourse Analysis (CMDA). As 

Herring (2004: 342) notes, CMDA offers a methodological toolkit and a collection of theoretical ideas 

through which to make observations and construe the results of empirical analysis on online 

behaviour. 

It is also important that the methods are connected to the communal aspects of the study, i.e. the 

construction of a sense of community on r/LiverpoolFC. I feel that both DA and CMDA fit the 

requirement. Paltridge (2012: 17) remarks that speakers often have a variety of social identities and 

discourse community memberships as well as a collection of languages or language varieties they use 

to interact in within certain communities. Thus, DA can be used to pinpoint particular uses of such 

language varieties within the community in focus. CMDA, in turn, is highly useful when observing 

online communities, i.e. virtual communities. As Herring (2004: 344) notes, CMDA can be used to 

determine whether a group of people that interacts online establishes a community and how the 

characteristics of a virtual community can be determined. 

3.3.2 Ethnography 
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Since my study also contains a period of observation, it draws from the field of linguistic ethnography 

as well. However, linguistic ethnography is not as central a method in the study as DA and CMDA. 

Rather, it provides some ideas that have been incorporated into the present study. Ethnographers seek 

to capture and comprehend the meanings and dynamics in particular cultural settings by observing 

and participating in the environments they aim to describe (Rampton et al. 2004: 2). In the present 

study, I have observed the community in focus for a period of time in order to gain an understanding 

of its conventions and patterns of communication. By integrating these features of ethnography into 

my study, I have been able to analyse the collected data with more insight and precision. In 

conclusion, selected features of ethnography have mostly been relevant to the observation period of 

the study. While the observation period itself may have helped the analysis, ethnographic features 

have not been extensively utilised or presented in the analysis of the gathered data. 

3.4 Ethical issues 

When collecting and analysing online data in a study, one must consider the ethical aspects of the 

process. As Kytölä (2013: 69) remarks, computer-mediated communication is a particularly grey area 

in regards with research ethics, since it entails online environments that are neither clearly open or 

public, nor distinguishably closed or private. Thus, researchers of online data must consider their 

conduct of study carefully. Markham and Buchanan (2012: 12) specifically emphasise the 

significance of acknowledging and resolving ethical issues as they surface in each stage of the 

research. My aim was to do exactly this by considering ethical issues in each step of writing my thesis, 

from choosing the topic to deciding how to present the data and whether to anonymise the discussants 

of the collected content. 

The object of this BA thesis, the subreddit r/LiverpoolFC, is openly accessible to anyone who wishes 

to view it. One does not need to subscribe to the subreddit to see its content, nor does one need to 

have a reddit account in order to observe the subreddit. However, such an easy accessibility is not 

self-evident in social media environments. For example, Zimmer (2010) illustrates difficulties that 

researchers of a certain study faced with successfully anonymising data collected from college 

students’ Facebook accounts, having accessed some of the data through the resident advisors of the 

college and thus potentially bypassing some participants’ privacy settings. Due to these kinds of 

issues, the accessibility of the subreddit was one reason for which I felt that r/LiverpoolFC could be 

a suitable object of study from an ethical viewpoint. However, despite the accessibility of the data, I 

took some measures to protect the anonymity of the discussants in my data excerpts. Although reddit 

users operate on the site under pseudonyms, I anonymised their usernames in order to avoid 

recognition of the participants. In recent years, there has also been discussion on whether the 
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researcher should aim to preserve the anonymity of the participants by anonymising them or give 

them due credit based on their original content and thoughts (Leppänen et al. 2015: 5). In the case of 

this thesis, I felt that anonymization was a safer choice, due to the nature of the data content. While 

the discussants whose messages have been included in the data certainly express their own idea in 

their texts, there are no distinguishable revelations or innovations that would seem to absolutely 

require recognition. Moreover, the anonymization of participants also seems to be the more suitable 

choice since there is some content that could be regarded as personal in nature. 

As my aim was to act as ethically as possible when conducting my research for this thesis, I emailed 

reddit support and inquired from them whether it is allowed to collect data in the form of screenshots 

from reddit. The community manager of reddit answered me, stating that reddit content is in principle 

owned by the users who create it. The reply then advised me to contact the moderators of the 

subreddit, as they usually have a good idea of their subreddit’s community norms. I did as was advised 

and contacted the moderators of r/LiverpoolFC through a private message on reddit. As the 

moderators deemed the screenshots that were collected from the subreddit as suitable, I felt that it 

was justifiable to present them in the thesis. The correspondence I had with the community manager 

and the moderators can be seen in Appendix 1. Zimmer (2010: 324) remarks that apprehensions over 

consent, privacy, and anonymity do not disappear because subjects participate in online social 

networks, but rather become even more significant. I share the view and thus attempted to consider 

ethical issues at every stage of the thesis process.  

4 FINDINGS 

In the following sections, I will present the findings that I have acquired through the analysis of the 

collected data. The data excerpts have been divided into categories based on McMillan and Chavis’ 

(1986) sense of community theory. The four categories are (1) membership, (2) influence, (3) 

integrity and fulfilment of needs, and (4) shared emotional connection. I have also incorporated 

Herring’s (2004) six sets of criteria for virtual communities in the analysis of the data. The broader 

theoretical frameworks from which I have drawn for the analysis are discourse analysis (DA) and, 

more specifically, computer-mediated discourse analysis (CMDA). 

In the collected data, there were a total of 13 examples of category (1) membership, 12 examples of 

category (2) influence, six instances of category (3) integrity and fulfilment of needs, and seven 

examples of category (4) shared emotional connection. In many instances, the examples were highly 

similar in nature. Thus, the selection of a few representative examples seemed to be the most logical 

course of action, considering the limited scope of the study. When selecting the examples that are 
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presented in this thesis, my aim was to choose examples that represent and illustrate the recurring 

themes that surfaced in the data. In other words, I attempted to not omit anything that represents the 

general attitudes, practices and interaction of r/LiverpoolFC in a relevant way. 

In the first category, membership, I present the analysis of six data examples which illustrate the 

establishing of membership on r/LiverpoolFC. Four of the examples relate to the use of insider 

language, while two of the examples demonstrate instances of identification and disidentification in 

the form of “us versus them” language. In the following category of influence, analysis of three data 

examples is presented. The examples entail interaction between the community members which 

shows how they can influence the community and how the community influences them. The first two 

examples showcase the reciprocal influence between the community members and the community’s 

moderators, and the third example focuses on a dispute between community members and its 

resolution. The third category of integrity and fulfilment of needs contains two data examples which 

present a community member’s original content and other community members’ reactions to it. The 

fourth and final category, shared emotional connection, entails two data examples which show 

different ways in which the community members’ shared experiences as fans of LFC and members 

of the subreddit can present themselves. The first example focuses on the shared emotions and 

experiences of the community members, while the second example presents how community 

members use shared experiences as a basis for insider humour. All data excerpts are presented in their 

original written form. However, all usernames of the discussants have been anonymised by replacing 

them with coloured blocks. The colour of a certain user remains consistently the same in the examples. 

4.1 Establishing membership 

According to McMillan and Chavis’ (1986) sense of community theory, the first criterion of a sense 

of community is membership. They define membership as “the feeling of belonging or of sharing a 

sense of personal relatedness”. Membership could be seen as a more complex issue in online 

communities than in real-life ones due to the ambiguity of what membership of a certain community 

entails. In the following sub-sections, I aim to illustrate how membership of r/LiverpoolFC is 

expressed through linguistics means. In the collected data, expressions of membership were most 

often realised through inisider language and “us versus them” language. Examples of such instances 

are presented in the two following sub-sections. 

4.1.1 The use of insider language 

On r/LiverpoolFC, one prominent feature of membership expression is the community members’ use 

of insider language. The community members tend to use football and LFC related terms in their 
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speech, thus expressing their knowledge on the topic and their belonging to the fan community. 

Football-related expressions include, for instance, “EPL” (= English Premier League), EFL (= 

English Football League) and UCL (= UEFA Champions’ League). Examples of specifically LFC-

themed expressions include “YNWA” (= You’ll Never Walk Alone) and “the scum” (= a derogatory 

term for Manchester United fans).  The community members also use language that is typical for 

online communities. This vernacular is shown, for example, in frequent use of acronyms and 

abbreviations, such as “tbh” (= to be honest) and “mods” (= moderators).  Community members also 

use some terms which are more specific to reddit, such as “sub” (= subreddit) and “downvotes”. There 

is even an instance of a term which is only understandable in this particular subreddit, when a 

community member mentions a “Huge Hog video”, referring to a user who regularly posts edited 

videos in the subreddit. 

One of the most popular ways of expressing LFC fandom is to use the phrase You’ll Never Walk 

Alone or the acronym that has been derived from it, YNWA. The phrase’s origin is in the song You’ll 

Never Walk Alone which was composed for the musical Carousel in 1945. In 1963, the Liverpudlian 

band Gerry and the Pacemakers recorded the song, and Liverpool FC fans swiftly adopted the song 

as the club’s supporter song. Today, the phrase is even included in the official logo of LFC. YNWA 

as an acronym is sometimes used by the r/LiverpoolFC members, but its connotations might vary 

slightly in different contexts. Examples on the use of YNWA in the subreddit can be seen below. 

The first set of examples are replies to a community member’s story of how Liverpool FC has 

strengthened his relationship with his mother (Appendix 2). The story recounts that they have had a 

rocky relationship in the past, but watching LFC matches has brought them closer together. In the 

replies, the acronym YNWA plays a significant role. 

 

Example 1. Replies to the original poster’s story. 
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Example 2. Another reply to the original poster’s story. 

In the replies of Example 1, the use of acronym YNWA could be seen as either expressing Liverpool 

fandom in general or expressing membership of the subreddit r/LiverpoolFC. While YNWA is a 

general expression of support for LFC and for other LFC fans, the context of the replies ties it with 

the subreddit as well. In the first reply, the expression “great story mate” ties the expression to the 

storytelling of the original poster (OP). Thus, it could be seen as an encouragement of sharing personal 

stories on the subreddit as well as an expression of the unity of LFC fans. The second reply is also 

slightly ambiguous in meaning and could be interpreted in different ways. Welcoming the OP “to the 

family” might refer to Liverpool fandom in general or to the subreddit’s community.  

In the reply of Example 2, the focus is on football in general. The responder seems to regard football 

as a valuable source of personal stories such as the story of the OP. Therefore, the YNWA at the end 

could be regarded as a general expression of LFC, and thus football, fandom. 

In some cases, the acronym YNWA seems to be more strongly related to the subreddit itself, rather 

than Liverpool fandom in general. Such a case is presented below in the form of a reply to a thread 

in which the moderators and community members discuss the state of the subreddit. 

 

Example 3. Community member’s description of the subreddit. 

In the comment of Example 3, the commenter compares the subreddit r/LiverpoolFC to the subreddits 

of rivalling clubs and deems it superior in the aspects of “content, moderation, critique, and of course 

bantz”. He then praises both the moderators and the community and ends the comment with the 

acronym YNWA. In the context of the comment, YNWA seems to refer more to the communality of 

the subreddit itself than act as a general indication of LFC fandom. 

Despite the ambiguity and variance of what the YNWA refers to as an expression in Examples 1 and 

2, YNWA seems to be a strong expression of support and solidarity in the subreddit. As an acronym 

that is likely to be unfamiliar to non-members of football fandom in general and the LFC community, 

YNWA could be considered to be a community-specific abbreviation. According to Herring (2004: 
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355), the use of group-specific abbreviations, jargon and language practices is an important element 

of a community’s culture. Indeed, recurring expressions, such as YNWA, can be significant building 

blocks in the construction of a sense of community and joint identity. 

Despite the highly positive connotations of YNWA in the previous examples, the use of the acronym 

is not always seen as positive in the subreddit. In fact, the appropriateness of its use seems to be 

somewhat tied to the context of the discussion. In the following example, I present comments and 

replies made by the community members in a thread that discusses the fact that LFC player Joe 

Gomez had been selected for the LFC squad for a match versus Middlesbrough. 

 

Example 4. Differing opinions on the use of YNWA amongst community members. 

In the discussion presented in Example 4, the original poster of a comment reacts to the news of 

Gomez joining the squad with elation and an added YNWA in the end of the comment. The comment 

sits at zero points, meaning that it has been downvoted at least once. In the edit of the comment, he 

reacts to his comment having been downvoted with disbelief and states that the downvoter is on the 

wrong subreddit. In a reply to his comment, another community member remarks that the most 

probable reason for the downvoting was the “unnecessary YNWA at the end”. Another community 

member shows that he shares the feeling of the replier by replying to his comment with an evidently 

mocking comment “Just has [sic.] a cheese sandwich YNWA”. The OP of the downvoted comment 

remains unmoved by the criticism, posting another comment with YNWA at its end.  

Interestingly, the first comment of the original commenter sits at zero points, while the second one 

sits at minus 12 points. However, the first reply, which states the probable reason for the downvoting, 

sits at 14 points, and the second one, which mocks the original commenter’s comment, has three 

points. Considering the clear differences between the evaluations of the comments, it seems that the 

members of r/LiverpoolFC regard the use of YNWA unnecessary if the subject matter of the original 
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post is not explicitly related to the sentiment of unity amongst the fans. In conclusion, some implicit 

norms seem to have formed in the community around the use of the acronym YNWA, and breaking 

the norms seems to lead to others downvoting the “unnecessary” content. 

4.1.2 “Us versus them” language 

Herring (2004: 355) lists self-awareness as a criterion for virtual communities. She defines it as the 

feeling of the group as a separate entity that differs from other groups and often manifests as 

references to the group as a group and as “us versus them” language. The identification with the group 

and the dis-identification with other groups seem to be at the core of football fan communities. While 

fans tend to strongly express their identities as fans of their clubs, they also often want to clearly 

distance themselves from other football fan groups. For instance, both of the practices can be seen 

implemented in the comment of Example 3 that was presented in the previous sub-section on page x. 

The commenter explicitly refers to the subreddit as a community, thus expressing that it is a unified 

group that differs from other groups. The sense of community is also built in the comment through 

pronoun use, since the commenter consistently calls the subreddit “our sub”, as compared to “this 

sub” or something similar. Moreover, he compares the subreddit to other football clubs’ subreddits 

and evaluates it as superior to the other ones. 

The main target of dis-identification to LFC fans is Manchester United fans. The reason for this is 

mainly historical and cultural, since LFC and Man Utd fans have regarded each other as one another’s 

arch nemesis since the 1970s. Members of the subreddit tend to call Manchester United fans with 

strongly derogatory terms without it being considered inappropriate. In fact, Manchester United fans 

and Manchester United as a club are almost solely referred to in a negative manner. An example of 

strong disidentification from Manchester United fans is presented below. 

 

Example 5. Disidentification from Manchester United fans (underlining added). 

The comment and replies of Example 5 are from a thread in which the original poster recounted that 

he was going to see the match against Manchester United and Liverpool FC at Old Trafford with his 
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father, who is a Man Utd fan, sitting in the Man Utd crowd (Appendix 2). In the comments, other 

community members express rather strong opinions on the matter. In them, Manchester United fans 

are referred to as “the mancs” and “the scum fans”. The original commenter also states that he could 

never sit with Man Utd fans in a match. The original poster has also replied to the comment, remarking 

that sitting with the rivalling team’s fans will be tough since he “can’t stand the scum fans”. In 

conclusion, Manchester United fans are almost exclusively presented in a negative way and clearly 

presented as an out-group from which LFC fans distance themselves. 

Despite disidentification from other football clubs being a significant feature of forming a sense of 

community in the subreddit, the practice seems to be context-related. In other words, dis-

identification from other fan groups is supported selectively. As opposed to the previous examples 

that all have positive points, there is at least one example of dis-identification from other clubs that 

has been downvoted more than upvoted. The thread in question features a picture of LFC player 

Philippe Coutinho and former LFC player Luis Suárez who now plays for FC Barcelona. 

 

Example 6. Disidentification from FC Barcelona and the reaction to it. 

In the original comment of Example 7, the commenter expresses a strong, negative opinion towards 

FC Barcelona by stating that he hates the club and that the picture, featuring Barcelona player Suárez, 

gives him “the chills”. The comment has been downvoted since it sits at minus three points, and the 

commenter has reacted to the downvotes through an edit. His edit states that he believes the 

downvotes are caused by a herd mentality which obligates everyone to like Barcelona. However, 

another community member has replied to the comment, stating that the reason for the downvotes is 

probably the fact that the statement does not contribute to the conversation and further remarks that 

it is the reason why he himself has downvoted the comment. The sentiment of the replier is probably 

caused by the fact that FC Barcelona does not play in the same national league as Liverpool FC, and 

thus the negative comment is not seen as relevant in a discussion that revolves around LFC. 

4.2 Influence 

Influence is considered to be an important element in building a community. McMillan and Chavis 

(1986: 9) define influence as the members mattering to a community and the community mattering 
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to its members. Therefore, it is significant that the members of a community have some influence on 

how the community works. On the other hand, the influence would most likely not be important to 

the members if the community itself did not matter to them. Indeed, McMillan and Chavis (1986) 

state that members are more drawn to a community in which they feel that they have influence. 

Moreover, the impact of a member on a community and the influence of a community on a member 

are performed simultaneously. 

On r/LiverpoolFC, one of the most significant forms of influence is the community members’ and the 

moderators’ reciprocal relationship. The community has a quarterly roundup of matters related to the 

subreddit, dubbed State of the Subreddit. During my observation period of the data, one State of the 

Subreddit thread was posted in November 2016 (Appendices 2-3). The thread was posted by one of 

the community’s moderators who informed and reminded the subreddit’s members of rules, practices 

and upcoming event of the subreddit. In the comment section, members of the subreddit gave 

feedback on certain features of the subreddit, which led to conversations between the members and 

the moderators. Thus, the community members were given an opportunity to influence the workings 

of the community. Examples of the discussions the members and the moderators had in the thread 

and analysis on them can be seen below. 

 

Example 7. Interaction between a regular subreddit member and a moderator. 

 

Example 8. Continuation of the conversation in example 7. 

In the interaction presented in Examples 7 and 8, a regular member of the community suggests some 

improvements to the content and layout of the subreddit page. A moderator, who is the original poster, 
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replies to the comment by first thanking the member for the feedback and then asking for more 

detailed wishes. In a reply, the community member provides more detailed information, and the 

moderator replies to it by asking for more clarifications. Throughout the interaction, the tone of the 

discussants is highly polite and supportive. The moderator thanks the community member for the 

feedback, while the community member thanks the moderator for listening. Indeed, the conversation 

entails examples of Herring’s (2004: 355) definitions of support, which is usually displayed as acts 

of positive politeness, and reciprocity, which generally manifests in the form of turn initiation and 

response. The features seem to be used in order to demonstrate the community member’s appreciation 

for the moderator and the community, as well as showcasing the moderator’s appreciation for the 

input of the community member. In conclusion, the community members are regularly provided with 

an opportunity to influence the practices of the community. 

Community members’ influence on the community and the community’s significance to its members 

can also be seen in an instance of a conflict between two community members. The topic of the thread 

in question was LFC player Sadio Mané’s story of how he gained his position as a top-level player. 

In the comment section, two community members got into an argument about whether it could be 

proved that LFC manager Jürgen Klopp and player Mané had an established personal relationship, as 

some commenters stated. The two commenters replied to each other’s comments with disdain and 

condescension, and the original topic of conversation soon switched to the commenters critiquing 

each other. Eventually, the community member who posted the original comment to which the 

disputers replied intervened in the argument in an attempt to regain peace in the discussion. 

 

Example 9. Original commenter resolving an argument between two other community members 

(underlining added). 

In his attempt to calm the argument between the two other members, the original commenter first 

addresses both of them by their Reddit usernames and then uses the imperative “stop”. He then 
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remarks that there is no need to fight, and that “things are going well”, thus implying that the argument 

is not relevant in the situation. The commenter continues to list reasons for his own comment that 

sparked the dispute between the other two members and remarks that it was an embellishment to the 

story. In the end, he states, “Tranquilo homies, we’re all friends here!” 

In the resolution of the argument, the original commenter seems to regard the good atmosphere of the 

subreddit as highly significant and wants to preserve it. Thus, the state and atmosphere of the 

community seem to strongly affect its members. On the other hand, the original commenter who 

resolves the dispute also seems to have influence on the other community members, since the 

argument does not continue further after his intervention. At least in this case, it seems that the 

influence of the community members can be seen in conflicts through means of conflict resolution. 

Criticism and conflict, which often manifest as speech acts that violate positive politeness, are in fact 

important elements of a community, as are means of conflict resolution (Herring 2004: 355). The 

importance of the community and its atmosphere also seems to surface in the conflict, through the 

contrast of the negative atmosphere at the moment of conflict and the regular positive spirit of the 

community. 

4.3 Integrity and fulfilment of needs 

The third element of McMillan and Chavis’ (1986) sense of community theory is integration and 

fulfilment of needs, which could be called reinforcement in other words. They state that the 

individual-group connotation must be positive for the group’s members in order to preserve a positive 

sense of togetherness. In a large online community, fulfilment of needs might not be as strong or as 

imminent as in real-life communities where the community members are able to be physically co-

present. However, fulfilment of needs can be gained in different ways in online environments as well. 

Instances of integration and fulfilment of needs can also be detected on the subreddit r/LiverpoolFC. 

According to McMillan and Chavis (1986), merely the status of being a member of a group or 

community might be fulfilling to its members. However, fulfilment of needs often requires other 

elements as well. One of the recognised features that can provide the feeling of reinforcement to the 

members of a community is the competence and capabilities of other members. In other words, people 

gravitate towards others whose skills can benefit them in some way. On r/LiverpoolFC, the 

community members sometimes express gratitude and appreciation for other members’ competence 

if they deem it impressive or otherwise noteworthy. One such case is presented below in the form of 

a comment chain from a thread in which a community member presented his newest LFC-related 

meme to the r/LiverpoolFC community. 
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Example 10. The original poster comments on his meme. 

 

Example 11. Reactions to the member-made meme (underlining added). 

The meme video that the thread revolves around is a community member’s tribute to the popular 

When I’m Liverpool meme videos made by a certain community member. The videos usually combine 

clips of Liverpool FC matches with popular internet memes. The original poster states that his video 

will never be “as good as a [known user] video” but that he wanted to make it regardless. Therefore, 

OP notes that he has drawn inspiration from the work of the well-known community member and 

incorporated it into his own product. In a sense, this process is already a form of integration and 

fulfilment of needs, seeing that OP has appreciated another community member’s competence and 

used it as an aid for his own work. It also seems possible that the well-known community member 

would gain fulfilment from his status as an especially renowned community member and the 

“standard meme maker”. He does not, however, participate in the conversation in question. 

Another component in creating integration and fulfilment of needs are the other community members’ 

reactions to the meme that has been presented to them. The feedback is mainly positive, with added 

suggestions for what other elements could have been incorporated into the video. A commenter states 

that “both this one and yesterday’s were pretty great”. He goes on to describe what he enjoyed about 

the meme in particular and which features could have perhaps been added to it. After the OP has 
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given his reasons for what he has included in the meme, the commenter reinforces the fact that he 

really enjoyed the video nonetheless. The OP then thanks the commenter. The thread also includes 

other similar instances of positive reactions towards the meme. In general, the community members 

seem to want to participate in the conversation and show their appreciation for the OP’s competence 

in meme making. 

4.4 Shared emotional connection 

The fourth criterion for the sense of community according to McMillan and Chavis (1986) is shared 

emotional connection, which is partly based on shared history. Participation in the history is not 

required in order to share it, but community members must identify with it. On r/LiverpoolFC, the 

experiences of shared history are most often related to the history of LFC as a club.  

 

Example 12. Shared memories of LFC player Coutinho’s progress. 

When discussing past events of LFC, the community members often seem to assume that other 

members share the memory. In the comments of Example 13, community members reminisce about 

the development of LFC player Philippe Coutinho in a thread where the original post states that 

Coutinho is only one goal away from becoming Premier League’s top Brazilian goal scorer of all 

time. One community member initiates a comment chain by noting that watching Coutinho’s growth 

has been incredible. Another member replies to the comment by asking, “Remember when we were 

begging him NOT to shoot?” With the question, the commenter invites the other community members 

to indicate whether they share the memory or not. However, it strongly seems that the commenter 

assumes that others remember the time as well since he describes the actor as a collective “we”. In a 

reply, another community member confirms that he remembers the time. He also states that there 

were times when it was frustrating to watch Coutinho, referring to the same time in the past as the 
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previous commenter. Yet another community member confirms with a reply that he is familiar with 

the matter by calling the time in Coutinho’s development “character building for the fans”.  

The entity of turn initiation and responses showcases how the community members share experiences 

and memories in conversation. Such sharing seems to strengthen the togetherness and sense of 

community amongst the members by making it clear that they have shared the experience and 

memory of an event or phenomenon despite not being physically co-present for the occasions. Shared 

experiences and memories might also manifest in a form that would most likely be misunderstood if 

the reader were not familiar with the history of LFC. The examples below have been collected from 

a thread in which the members of the subreddit listed their best memories of LFC. 

 

Example 13. An insider joke related to past events at LFC. 

In the comments presented in Example 14, the original commenter describes the confirmation of the 

signing of Adam Bogdán as his best LFC memory. He emphasises the sentiment by stating that he 

will never forget it in his life. To an outsider, it might seem that Adam Bogdán is a legendary player 

whose signing was remarkable to LFC as a club. However, Ádám Bogdán is in fact a goalkeeper 

whose most memorable actions during his LFC career have been two disastrous performances in the 

span of three weeks during season 2015-2016. Bogdán is still officially a LFC player but he has been 

loaned to Championship club Wigan Athletic since the beginning of season 2016-2017. Therefore, 

the original comment is in fact a joke, which could be considered an insider joke due to its highly 

context-bound nature. The comments could also be interpreted as representations of the community’s 

culture, which is indexed through group-specific language practices, as described by Herring (2004: 

355). The community members who have replied to the original comment are clearly aware of the 

player history of Bogdán since they make similar, faux-positive remarks of his performances in 

matches against Watford and Exeter in order to achieve humorous effect. Bogdán’s performance is 

even ironically compared with Liverpool’s Champions’ League win in Istanbul which is widely 

regarded as the club’s greatest achievement in the 2000s. In conclusion, the context of the comment 
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chain is entirely tied with the player history of Bogdán and his undeniably bad performances, and 

would most likely not be recognised as a joke by people who are not LFC fans. 

Overall, the experiences and memories the community members share are often highly context-bound 

and require quite extensive knowledge of the history of LFC. The history might be shared through 

stories, questions or sometimes insider humour. Thus, the understanding of some instances of the 

community’s interaction truly requires experience or identification with the history of the club and 

its fans’ experiences. 

Based on the excerpts that have been presented in this section, the findings of my study seem to be in 

line with my original hypothesis. In other words, linguistic means are indeed used to create a sense 

of community on r/LiverpoolFC. Throughout the examples, it can be seen that a sense of community 

and belonging is created through the use of abbreviations, acronyms, positive language and insider 

language that relate to football, Liverpool FC, reddit or the subreddit.  

5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The aim of this thesis was to examine and present how a sense of community is possibly formed on 

the subreddit r/LiverpoolFC. The thesis bases on the sense of community theory of McMillan and 

Chavis (1986), which entails four dimensions of sense of community: (1) membership, (2) influence, 

(3) integrity and fulfilment of needs, and (4) shared emotional connection. As can be seen in the 

findings, all of the categories of McMillan and Chavis’ (1986) definition of sense of community are 

present in the data to some extent. However, examples related to certain categories were more 

prevalent during the data collection phase and are thus more strongly represented in the thesis as well. 

It would seem, nonetheless, that the dimensions of the sense of community theory can still be detected 

in online communities of today. Moreover, the interaction and communicational practices that relate 

to the dimensions created by McMillan and Chavis (1986) seem to have relevance in the construction 

of a sense of community online, despite the fact that the theory was shaped three decades ago. 

While the categorisation according to McMillan and Chavis’ (1986) theory seemed logical due to the 

topic of my thesis, it might have been slightly too straightforward for the collected data. At times, it 

was challenging to place a data example in only one of the categories as there were slight overlaps 

between the data examples. The creation of my own categories, based on the sense of community 

theory, might have been a better solution. However, the present categorisation of the data still offers 

an organised and clear idea of the data, and is thus a better option than having no categories 

whatsoever. Moreover, it would have been challenging to create categories solely based on the data 
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of this thesis. What is more, such a categorisation might have proved to be problematic since it could 

have led to narrow categories that do not depict the overall practices of r/LiverpoolFC.  

Based on my observations, almost all the criteria that Herring (2004) has formed for online 

communities seem to be present in the community of r/LiverpoolFC. Active participation is at the 

core of the community, since its content is made entirely by users and, to a much more limited extent, 

the moderators. Culture, which is indexed with group-specific language practices, is a particularly 

significant feature of the r/LiverpoolFC community. As the findings of the study show, group-specific 

use of acronyms, abbreviations and jargon is highly typical for the community. The community 

members also often express self-awareness as a group by using “us versus them” language in order 

to distance themselves from other groups. Solidarity, support and reciprocity are also present in the 

interaction and practices of the community. Some instances of criticism and conflict are also seen in 

the data examples, and means of conflict resolution are used accordingly. 

One of Herring’s criteria that resurfaced repeatedly was norms and values. In fact, I found the extent 

to which normativity showed in the data slightly surprising. On r/LiverpoolFC, there seems to be a 

shared sense of appropriateness and inappropriateness concerning the community-specific language. 

As can be seen in Examples 4 and 6, there seems to be a consensus on when the use of certain 

acronyms is appropriate and when it is not, although it has not been spelled out anywhere on the 

subreddit. Thus, it seems that even some of the expressions of membership and belonging are tied 

with implicit norms of the community, and breaches of conduct warrant downvotes from other 

community members.  

The only criteria that is not be presented in the data of the community’s interactions are governance 

and rituals. In fact, Herring (2004: 356) notes that the reification of cultural practices as governance 

and rituals appears to denote a somewhat advanced level of community, and thus it should not 

necessarily be regarded as a part of the basic criteria of virtual community. Therefore, the lack of 

these features might imply that r/LiverpoolFC is not in a highly advanced stage as a community. The 

notion would be plausible since the participants’ engagement and commitment in the community can 

vary significantly. While some of the people regularly contribute to the community by publishing 

posts and commenting on other people’s posts, others might only browse the community’s posts 

without contributing, or contribute very little. 

Due to the limited scope of the study, its findings cannot be generalised to create a broader picture of 

online communities in general. However, the findings provide an insight into the construction and 

maintenance of a sense of community on a certain subreddit. While reddit has not been researched 
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extensively before, it could offer information on the interaction and community-building of a vast 

number of internet users. Its various subreddits certainly provide objects for future research on online 

communities, particularly considering the popularity of reddit amongst the internet users of today. 

Moreover, the findings of this study reinforce previous findings of the possibility of applying the 

sense of community theory in a community that is geographically dispersed and generally scattered 

in structure (Obst et al. 2002, Rotman et al. 2009) by suggesting that it is entirely possible. Despite 

the shortcomings of the study, it can hopefully inspire other researchers to conduct more extensive 

research on similar phenomena in the future. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1: My correspondence with the community manager of reddit and the moderators of 

r/LiverpoolFC 
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Appendix 2: Original post as context for Examples 1 and 2 

 

Original post as context for Example 5 

 

Original post as context for Examples 8 and 9 
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Appendix 3: Continuation of the original post as context for Examples 7 and 8 

 

 

 


