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Online communication technologies enhance the ability of firms to engage in
on-going dialogue with their customers and leverage valuable knowledge.
However, there is little formal research on virtual customer communities. The
aim of this paper is to offer new insights of the different customer roles and
business benefits of virtual customer community-based collaboration in
product development. We present a case study from the media industry, and
demonstrate how the roles and interactions have been integrated into a novel
form of a virtual customer community, supporting continuous product
development with a large base of paying customers.

1 INTRODUCTION

Several authors have noted how online communication technologies enhance the
ability of firms to engage in on-going dialogue with their customers, and thus
leverage valuable knowledge (Sawhney and Prandelli, 2000; Nambisan, 2002; Fiiller
et al., 2006; Chan and Lee, 2004). Customer participation may take many forms,
ranging from using especially designed customer toolkits (Dahan and Hauser, 2002)
to voluntary participation in online customer communities (Franz and Wolkinger,
2003). In general, virtual communities are groups of people who use communication
technologies for repeated social interaction to meet certain needs (cf. Preece, 2000).
An increasing number of these communities are sponsored by commercial
organizations (Porter, 2004). Yet, there is little formal research on virtual customer
communities and how they may benefit businesses.

Researchers (e.g. Nambisan, 2002; Thompke and von Hippel, 2002; Dahan and
Hauser, 2002; Jeppesen and Molin, 2004; Fuller et al., 2006; Sawhney et al., 2005)
argue that customer participation in both the front end (idea generation, concept) and
the back end (design and testing) phases of new product development enhances
innovation and thus creates more value. We note, however, that customer
interactions have mainly been investigated from the new product development
(NPD) viewpoint, where customers have eventually played a limited and mostly
passive role (Nambisan, 2002). We argue that current research fails to acknowledge
the potential of customer collaboration to support continuous (existing) product
development and on-going interactions.

In our understanding, the value of virtual customer communities (VCC’s) is truly
revealed with continuous creation products, such as most media products (cf.
Picard, 2005), that involve the continuous creativity and improvement every day or
week. For these products, it is impossible — both for the time and cost associated — to
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use traditional customer research methods, such as focus groups and surveys, every
time a new issue is planned. Prior literature implies that virtual customer
communities have the possibility of creating value in the media context, e.g. within
the newspaper industry (Boczkowski, 2004) and the magazine publishing industry,
by enabling firms to perceive weak signals from the audience and fulfill the needs of
customer when improving the service (Ellonen and Kuivalainen, 2006). However,
current research still lacks examples and systematic approaches on how to integrate
virtual customer communities into the product development.

The aim of this paper is to offer new insights of the different customer roles and
business benefits of virtual customer community-based collaboration in product
development. We present a case study from the media industry, and demonstrate
how the product development and customer interactions have been integrated into a
novel form of a virtual customer community.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows: We start by presenting literature on
virtual customer communities. Thereafter, we describe our research design and
methodology. In the empirical part of the paper, we start by presenting our case —
the dieting community — and then describe and analyze the ways in which customer
interactions support the product development. We conclude with a discussion of the
lessons learned and relate our findings to the theory.

2 VIRTUAL CUSTOMER COMMUNITIES

The market has become more open for public criticism, and consumers have taken
the role of competitors in creating value (Prahalad and Ramaswahy, 2000; Chan and
Lee, 2004). Foray (2004) suggests collaboration among users and doers as one
outstanding model of innovation. Collaboration takes two particular forms: firstly,
businesses create organizational systems through which users are able to make
adjustments and develop the product, and secondly, user cooperatives can be
organized as sector-defined communities where users voluntarily interact, develop
product and freely share their ideas. These novel forms of social communities, often
referred to as virtual communities, support customer-based value creation and
provide a way to interact, learn, conduct transactions, and share knowledge.

Virtual community relationships vary in depth and nature. For instance, open
source (OS) software development is rooted in loosely coupled communities kept
together by common values and norms. At the other end of the continuum there are
tightly knit groups of people sharing personal experiences and affections and also
developing interpersonal relationships, such as in patient support communities. In
any case, communities are rooted in social relationships. Thus interactions must be
considered based on the sociological perspectives on knowledge and value creation
(Nambisan, 2002), and not focusing solely into the supportive communication
systems and technologies. It is particularly important to make user status
transparent, which may strengthen collective invention and trust building (Prahalad
and Ramaswamy, 2000). Trust is considered both as an antecedent for virtual
community participation, and as a dynamic process which maintains sense of
community among members (Ellonen et al., 2007).

According to Fiiller et al. (2006), virtual interest groups typically possess high
levels of knowledge about a specific domain. Virtual customer communities can
benefit firms, as their members show high product interest and typically high
presence on the Web. Online discussions represent a source of feedback on a
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continuous and natural basis, also with drastically lower costs than in offline
environments. Interaction can take place on two levels: one between the firm and its
customers, and the other among customers who help and support each other. Virtual
communities have been applied by companies for various purposes, such as building
brands (McWilliam, 2000), collecting feedback from customers (Williams and
Cothrel, 2000), supporting product use (Moon and Sproull, 2001), and enhancing
quality management (Finch, 1999).

In particular, VCCs enable firms to establish distributed product development
and modification through various customer roles. Firstly, customer can be involved
as buyers of the product. Secondly, as users, customers may contribute into product
testing, and provide product support to peer users. Thirdly, customers can be seen as
valuable resources providing information to companies and supporting innovation
processes. Finally, customers may take the role of co-creators, contributing into the
design and development of new products. (Nambisan, 2002)

In the media context, communities have primarily seen as a cost effective way to
update website content, thus giving customers a voice and an opportunity to express
themselves. Nevertheless, current research fails to address the question how the
media companies can hear the voice of customers and build on customer
interactions in order to adopt to the changing environment, and make changes and
modifications. This is the purpose of our case study. We now present our
methodology and case study from the media industry.

3 CASESTUDY

Nambisan (2002) suggested that detailed case studies of virtual customer
communities could be conducted to collect rich descriptive data on the design and
evolution on these communities in different product development contexts. Given
the scant number of prior studies on the subject and our goal to gain new insights on
the subject, we chose to conduct a single case study. According to Yin (2003), the
objective of a case study is to understand a phenomenon in its natural context.
Eriksson and Koistinen (2005) emphasize the importance of describing and
understanding the context, as it makes the case understandable and partly explains it.
In particular, our research goals are linked to Dyer and Wilkins (1991) who consider
“good stories” to be the ultimate result of case studies: good stories may make us see
new theoretical relationships and question old ones.

Our data-collection methods were a theme interview and observation. Theme
interviews involve the implementation of a number of predetermined questions and
special topics, but allow the interviewers freedom to digress (Berg, 2004) and
latitude in terms of how the questions are asked and in what order (Shank, 2006).
The interview themes covered the implementation history, community functionality
and the related innovations, incorporating users into the development work, building
sense of community, and connections to other media products. The interview was
conducted face-to-face in November 2006, and it lasted for 45 minutes. The
interviewee has been a central actor in both planning and implementing the
community as the community producer. The interview was audiotaped with the
participant’s consent and transcribed in full.

In addition, following the suggestion by Kendall (1999) to include observation as
a method when studying online communities, the community was observed for a six
week period to explore the discussion forums and evaluate the functionality of the
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site in general. A field diary was kept on the observations and messages collected
from the discussion forums. This totaled a textual dataset of nearly 70 pages. The
collected data was then analyzed thematically (cf. Auerbach and Silverstein, 2003).
The unit of analysis in this case study is the product.

In order to increase the validity (cf. Yin, 1989), three tactics were used: using
multiple sources of evidence, establishing a chain of evidence with the coding, and
having the key informant review the research report drafts. Having presented our
methodology, we now proceed to describe our case.

3.1  Case description

The case study concerns a novel form of a virtual community within the media
context. The community is targeted at customers willing to lose weight, and it was
launched in Spring 2006. During the first half year of its existence, the community
had attracted over 20,000 unique visitors. There are over 10 discussion boards,
covering topics such as food, exercise, physical looks, success stories, and feedback
to the hosting team.

From a social viewpoint, a dieting peer group is not a new phenomenon, but
large-scale weight-watching virtual communities applying usage fees have only
recently emerged in Finland. Two different community sites hosted by rival media
companies were launched almost simultaneously. Companies thus were able to
identify an emerging customer need to be fulfilled. Therefore, our case community
could be considered an innovation in itself. We see both the software product and
the social community as integral parts of the case product concept, and in this paper
we use the term “product development” to cover the development of the whole
concept the customers pay for.

3.2  Community functionality and support services

The dieting community guides the member to enhance the quality of his of her diet
instead of focusing on the amount of calories. Technically, the community employs
a novel piece of software to help customers in achieving their personal goals. In
practice, it simplifies the customer’s daily input about his or her diet and physical
exercise so that users do not have to understand nutrition-specific details. Instead, it
gives guidance simply in the form of color code —based “quality marks”,
functionally resembling the logic of traffic lights: green light signals that all values
are in balance, while red and orange lights point out where the user has to repair his
or her nutrition or amount of exercise. Guidance on how to repair them is then
provided. The program also learns about an individual member by employing a
recommendation system where users may rate the provided dishes to get further
recommendations and tips for their daily use.

In addition to the program functionality, members are supported by community
staff (company internal) and a group of external experts who participate in
interesting discussions and write articles about the related topics. They also have an
important role in motivating and encouraging members through personal letters.

Customers pay participation fees for using the weight management program,
excluding the one week test period that is free. The program is has been developed
and modified throughout the process. It is used in a context of a social community,
where customers interact and support each other in their weight-losing efforts by
conducting discussions through web-based discussion boards, and also engage in
message exchange with the community staff and experts. These interactions are
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closely conjoined; discussions are initiated and maintained equally by customers,
experts and staff team. In the following, we will discuss the different forms of
customer interactions utilized in the product development of the dieting community.

3.3  Community in product development

The development of the original software product was done in close collaboration
with external partners, namely, subcontractors responsible for coding and layout of
the site. Customer were involved only after launching the service, yet their feedback
proved valuable for modifying and improving the site functionality in particular.

All customer feedback was openly available in the early phases of the
implementation, and provided valuable insights for developing the community and
adding new features, such as own topics for senior users and members’ personal
diaries. The feedback also helped in pinpointing the related technical problems

without additional workload:

“In the beginning, we had technical problems, but now it is more like general development... As all
user feedback was openly there, we did not receive masses of complaints about the same problem, and we
could work and ‘close the case’ out.”

At present, members may provide feedback either by using the specific form or
share their ideas freely in any of the discussion forums. Since the community has
grown larger and the amount of discussion threads has increased in line with the
member base, most frequently asked questions are then organized into a separate
topic with the community staff’s responses.

Based on our data, it seems that hosting a community in the early stages of its
life cycle allows more freedom in doing slight modifications. In particular, new
communicative features and tools can be easily incorporated into the site. Following
the metaphor of the community producer, the development work is like building a
house that will never become ready. Thus it is particularly important to engage in
collaboration with customers.

“The focal player is the community. We promote members’ feelings of belonging by hearing their
stories and reacting to their ideas. The more influence, the more commitment.”

Using Nambisan’s (2002) classification of customer roles, we note that in this
case, customers are involved in all four roles. Firstly, they only become members of
the community as a buyer, since they pay a monthly fee for using the service.
Secondly, as users, customers use the software and help each other e.g. in technical
issues. Thirdly, customers are seen as an important resource that supply information
and, accordingly, support continuous innovation. This type of activity not only takes
place when prompted by the community staff, but customers take an active role in
providing feedback. The staff also “rewards” active participants, thus

acknowledging their role in the community.

“It does not have to be any major thing but small baits. The quality of the service is improved
gradually, due to the community, as well. --- One of these baits is that some members become
‘messengers’. They are mentioned in community newsletters and thus become testimonials for the
product: this is something that truly works.”

We also argue that customers play to role of co-creators. In our view, this
involves a more intense customer-firm relationship than the three earlier mentioned
roles. They contribute by reading and submitting messages to the forums and thus
make the community more valuable and inviting. While customers do not have a
direct access to the software, they initiate or participate in designing and developing
new features and customized services that create more value. Examples of the
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personal diaries and senior discussion forums were described above. Rather than
being co-creators of the software, we see the customers as co-creators of the social
community and the whole business model.

Thus, we conclude that customer interactions have enabled the continuous
development and improvement of this particular product, both in terms of software
Sfunctionality and social actions serving as a “continuous test laboratory”. We will
now discuss the lessons learnt from this case.

3.4  Discussion

There are three specific attributes in the case community that we would like to
emphasize: Firstly, customer interactions have played a focal part in the continuous
product development. For instance, new topics of interest have been added based on
customers’ feedback. In our view, one of the salient strengths of the community has
been the hosting team’s openness and the ability to react quickly, which has given
them credibility in the eyes of customers and has allowed incorporating them into
the development work. This, in turn, increases efficiency from the firm side e.g. by
removing overlapping feedback, and gives customers more opportunities and self-
esteem (cf. Nambisan, 2002). From the company’s perspective, the community has
also the potential to support the product development of other media products of the
company. For instance, there has been a growing interest to transfer personal
success stories from the community into print media products.

Secondly, the product development of the community relies on interactions
with paying customers, not just a purposefully collected research sample of them,
which is the case in most priorly described examples (cf. Jeppesen and Molin, 2004;
Fiiller et al., 2006). Also, Franz and Wolkinger (2003) have observed that the
introduction of membership fees in virtual communities often fails. They speculated
that users would not be willing to pay a fee for “nice chat”. Our case demonstrates
that it is possible to have a commercial, user-fee funded virtual community. Yet, we
agree with Franz and Wolkinger that in order to succeed in this endeavor, the
community should offer something the customers truly need and value, as our case
community clearly does.

We note that product development with paying customers naturally also involves
risks for the customers and for the company. On the customer side, it seems that
openness in community development, fair practices, and strong personal intention
have built trust among members (cf. Radin, 2006; Shankar et al., 2002) and
willingness to carry the risk of paying usage fees beforehand. In our view, to build
and maintain this type of trust requires true commitment from the community staff.
From the trust building perspective the key issue is not to make every modification
the customers ask for, but rather to communicate openly with the customers and
show respect to their contribution and involvement. At best, this benefits the
company, as committed customers spread information about the community through
word-of-mouth (cf. Srinivasavan et al. 2002; Wang et al. 20006).

Thirdly, as described above, customers have several roles in the case community
— those of buyer, user, resource and co-creator (cf. Nambisan, 2002). We propose
that the empowerment of customers may help them to commit to the community and
pay the usage-fee since their contribution is visibly noted and valued by the
community organizer. Also, Cothrel and Williams (1999, 59) state that the informal
roles of community members are a good indicator of the health of a community;
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when members are willing to serve the community in various roles, it indicates that
the community is something people value and want to be part of. In our view, one of
strengths of the case community is the integration of customers in all these roles
simultaneously. This mode of operation clearly supports both the continuous product
development and customer commitment.

4 CONCLUSIONS

Virtual customer communities provide companies with new avenues to create value
through customer relationships, by incorporating enthusiastic users that would be
difficult to reach without the support of communication technologies. At the same
time, communities may themselves become innovations when applied in novel
ways.

In this paper, we examined virtual customer communities and the related
customer roles based on a case study from the media context. We pointed out how
the virtual community has potential to support continuous product development with
a large base of paying customers, simultaneously in line with everyday participation
and interactions. It may thus combine commercial purposes, novel forms of
supporting software, and Internet-enabled social innovation. This mode of operation
both supports continuous iteration of the product to match current customer needs
and helps the customers to commit to the community since their contribution is
noted and valued by the community organizer.

The main limitation of our study is that it is based on a single case. The case
product is a combination of software and social community, and therefore it might
be a special type of product in terms of its convertibility. Future studies should
explore these issues with different types of products to generate more generic
findings. Also, this study only focused on different types of customer roles and their
associated business benefits as research variables. However, we hope that our efforts
to underline the opportunities for continuous product development and capturing
various customer roles simultaneously will provide avenues for more generic
theorization and empirical research.
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