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Introduction 

 

 
During the last decade, the idea that the innovation process has to take place within 

the firm’s boundaries, and that it has to be exclusively lead by engineers and R&D 

departments, started to change. 

Today, firms know that, in order to survive, they have to open their boundaries and 

collaborate with third parties to create new products, new value, and new 

experiences.  

In particular, the consumer is no more the passive recipient of firm’s actions and 

decisions, but an active co-creator of value and products.  

 

We focus here our attention on this new role of consumer and of virtual communities, 

of which he is member on the Internet, in the value creation process and in the new 

product development one. 

This research wants to deeply investigate which are the dynamics of the co-creation 

and collaborative innovation processes between firm and consumers, in particular the 

members of virtual communities, and better understand aspects such as the 

motivations that lead consumers to be members of a virtual community and to take 

part in the new product development process, the collaborative innovation Web-tools 

that are offered by the firms, and how external ideas are integrated within the firm’s 

boundaries.  

The analysis has been conducted within specific community contexts, the virtual 

communities of LEGO lovers, and, in order to have a complete vision, we have 

analysed the phenomenon from both the company’s point of view and the 

consumers’ one. 

 

The first paragraph introduces the new context, in which firms have to operate, and 

the new consumer, and briefly describes the shift from a process of creation of value 

to a co-creation one. 
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We go on reporting, in the second paragraph, a synthetic literary review mainly 

concerning the concepts of open and distributed innovation and of virtual community, 

and showing, in the following one, objectives, research questions and methodology 

of the research study.  

The paragraph 4 introduces and describes the LEGO case; the paragraph 5 reports 

the research results, while the last one includes a conclusive discussion and the 

relative managerial implications. 
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1. Towards a new way to create value 

 
 
During the last decade, new elements such as Internet, new technologies, 

globalization and the open market have influenced the development of our society, 

and, at the same time, they have even run over the science of marketing, innovating 

it and making it less traditional and conventional. 

Today we talk about relational marketing, connected marketing, tribal marketing, 

collaborative marketing, knowledge marketing.  

The definitions are various and different, but, at the same time, they have an 

important shared point: the new role of customer. 

 

1.1 The new context 

 

As we have previously mentioned, a lot of things have changed and are still changing 

in our society. 

But what have caused this shift? Three factors could be considered the most relevant 

ones (Boaretto, Noci and Pini, 2007): 

• The new competitive dynamics and the importance of innovation to gain and 

sustain competitive advantage; 

• The new technologic revolution driven by the Web 2.0 and the “digital overlap” 

phenomenon; 

• The new social dynamics that are even more overdrawn by technology. 

 

The niche strategy of businesses which sell a large number of unique items, each in 

relatively small quantities, has become more relevant: companies have figured out 

that “The Long Tail” (Anderson, 2004) is a potential market. In addition, the 

distribution and sales channel opportunities created by Internet have enabled 

businesses to tap successfully this part of the market. 

Another important and complementary strategy that companies have to follow is the 

innovation one.  
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Today it’s necessary to be able to manage continuous innovations and changes 

otherwise there’s a high possibility to disappear (Tushman and O’Really III, 1997; 

Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2003). 

In relation to marketing activities, new technologies to support product/service 

development and new market management ones have been brought by the 

technologic revolution. 

It has so opened new opportunities in the innovation field: not only it’s now easier to 

know what customers desire, but, thanks to new Web-tools, it’s also possible to 

involve them in every single step of the new product development process. 

The same revolution has even emphasized the new emerging social dynamics: social 

networks and online communities have empowered people to interact with each other 

in novel ways. 

This new communication model has given more power to customer and has 

somehow changed his needs. 

 

These shifts are so powerful to have a remarkable impact even on the whole 

marketing system: 

• Macro Field  great uncertainty and unpredictability that make more 

difficult to develop long term marketing plans; 

• Competitive System  companies work more and more in a global and 

networked marketplace where the relationships between various actors 

evolve constantly; 

• Customers  their role is completely changed because of new 

technologies and of their new needs. 

 

In this new context, every company needs a clear positioning statement and a strong 

value proposition in order to survive.  From one point a company has to have its own 

world and it has to be able to modify itself on the basis of what is part of this world, 

while from the other one it has to carry on an authentic value proposition.  

 

Only in this way a company will be so appreciated to save up for marketing: its 

stakeholders and customers will carry it on by themselves (Kotler, 2008). 
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1.2 The new customer 

 

“Nomad, eclectic, hard to please, curios, creative, prosumer, aware of his power: this 

is the postmodern customer” (Fabris, 2008) 

 

The new customer is deeply changed not only because of various context factors, but 

also because of a different consciousness of his role in the purchasing process. 

Today customers are more expert and qualified: they are no more mild and 

controlled, but organized and structured (e.g. customers’ associations) thanks to the 

economic development, the growing schooling rate and a more common 

consumption theory (Boaretto, Noci e Pini, 2007). 

The new customer’s power has brought important shifts in the following fields: 

• The management of interactions with the supply system: the new relationships 

between companies and market are now based on the concept of 

multichannel, on the ongoing research of information and on the direct and 

frequent dialogue between customer and supplier; 

• The decision procedure: from perfect to limited rationality; 

• The relevant characteristics that are sought for in product/service: in particular 

new needs and the ongoing pursuit of emotions/experiences are the new 

purchasing drivers. 

These changes determine a customer who sometimes is rational and able to value 

everything and everybody objectively, and while other times is characterized by 

strong emotionalism and subjectivity. 

 

New information technologies and the Internet are in charge for customer’s renewed 

power.  

This new power is due to the fact that customer is less and less the target to achieve, 

but he is able to easily discriminate the alternatives that are on the market and to 

decide what is the best offer to satisfy his needs. 

Wind and Mahajan (2002) talk about a turnover of the role of customer: from “prey-

customer”, which companies have to hunt thanks to their offer, to “hunter-customer”, 
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that is a costumer who knows the marketplace, who knows how to move and who is 

able to find the best available offers. 

What has given this new power and awareness to the new customer? The answer in 

mainly one: the Web. 

The customer’s transformation towards his new role of “hunter-customer” is so due to 

the networked customer’s strengths (Cole, 2007; Fabris, 2008; Wind and Vijay 

Mahajan, 2002): 

• Easily access to information with limited costs and in real time. 

With the spread of the use of the Internet, consumers have rapidly become 

more informed in recent years. 

Particularly, in the last three to four years, the information environment that 

borders consumers has been changing dramatically. 

On the Internet the user can find and create update information, and, thanks to 

the Web 2.0, he can even become a broadband information vehicle. 

Available information allows customer to reduce his information asymmetry 

and, through web-based tools, ha can even compare alternative offers not 

only on the basis of their prices, but also of other features.  

Consumers armed with information have started: to express their opinion to 

people all over the world – “the percentage of people who are using or want to 

use blogs and /or SNS (Social Networking Services) among people using 

Internet has increased from 30 percent to 40 percent”-, to place an emphasis 

on information available from sources other than the companies selling such 

product or service – “28 to 46 percent of responding Internet users give 

highest priority to information sources other than companies, such as the 

comments of other consumers”, and to take an active approach to participating 

in corporate activities – “around 70 percent of responding Internet users shows 

positive attitudes towards direct talks with a company”.  

• Global vision. 

Having access to information round the clock and on world base, the 

networked customer can obtain a global vision.  



 

  7 

Companies have to pay attention to this phenomenon as it leads to new 

competition rules. There are no more split markets: customer can inquire 

about products on various web sites and buy everywhere. 

• Networking capacity. 

Customers tend naturally to aggregate around common interests, experiences 

and skills: the Web amplifies this phenomenon and allows the creation of 

online virtual communities, social networks and virtual worlds.  

Companies have now to interact not only with the single client, who has his 

own features and needs, but also with a more or less organized community. 

From one point of view, it could be seen as a limit as a community has more 

bargaining power than a single individual, but, from the other point, it could be 

also a great opportunity: developing good relationships with a community can 

touch off viral effects inside and outside it. 

• Trial and error. 

Companies can involve customers to test new products and services: the Web 

can represent a channel of collaborative creation and diffusion of beta release 

software or web-based services. 

• The possibility of exercising a pro-active role. 

Customer is no more the passive recipient of companies’ offers, but he 

becomes an active subject who is able to discriminate and to speak up 

dialoguing directly with companies. 

The consumer shows his new power, for example, in the desire and in the 

possibility to say his own opinion in a blog, to share the experience he had 

with a product or a brand, and, recently, to co-create value with companies. 

 

These networked customer’s features define a new type of customer that Wind and 

Vijay Mahajan (2002) call “centaur customer”. He acts through multiple access 

channels, mixing consolidated needs and behaviours with new interactive ones: he is 

an autonomous player who relates with the company and other customers in 

unexpected ways. 

Considering what it’s been said before, it’s possible to sum up the profile of the new 

customer into ten points (Pini, 1995; Boaretto, Noci e Pini, 2007; Burnett and Hutton, 
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2007; Wind and Mahajan, 2002; Fabris, 2008; Cole, 2007; Herstein and Tifferet, 

2007; Pitta and Fowler, 2005): 

1) Problem solver: customer looks for solutions that can satisfy his needs, among 

which the emotional and relational ones have become always more important. 

2) Informed and prudent when he has to choose. 

3) Aware and in search for free or low-cost solutions. 

4) Time sensitive: not only customer is now more exacting in terms of sought-

after solutions, he has also less time. He wants to know about products and 

services before purchasing, but he wants to have this information soon. 

5) Centaur: customer accedes to information through various physical and virtual 

channels that often are not managed and checked by the supply system (ex. 

blogs and communities). 

6) Selector: due to many information channels, but not so much time, the 

customer has to carry out a selective retention process of available 

information and news. Concerning this aspect, companies try to engage 

customers through entertainment and the promise of emotional benefits. 

7) Anti-advertising: the new customer dislikes the traditional advertising. He 

prefers using personal sources to find information.  

8) Active: the customer wants to take part in the creation process of brand 

experience, personalizing his perception of brand values through a unique and 

original experience. 

9) Social animal: the customer wants to assert himself as individual, and, above 

all, as part of a community. Common interests as brand experience are shared 

with other people and become the core of various communities. 

10) Co-creator of knowledge and value: the customer takes now part in the co-

creation of products, services and experiences with the supply system. This 

phenomenon has been emphasized by the Web 2.0 arrival: the net is made of 

prosumer subjects that is people who produce and consume knowledge and 

value and, thanks to their interactions, allow shared value increase. 
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1.3 From creation to co-creation of value 

 

In the pre-industrial society, often the final customer used to take important decisions 

about desired products. These ones were projected and realized ad hoc by 

craftsmen and shopkeepers: in this way customer knowledge was used for 

production purposes (Wikström, 1996). 

The other way round, during the industrial (or mass consumption) era, the role of 

customer became more limited: customers were seen just as the objectives of 

information and companies’ persuasion strategies.  

This different approach was due to the fact that companies had to be able to sell 

what had already been produced: the role of customer was so reduced to a simple 

decision of purchasing or not (Fig.1.1). 

 

 
 

In the post-industrial era, instead, technologies improvements, such as the flexible 

production and the speed growth of information technology, allow a direct and 

personalized interaction between manufacturer and costumer: in this way there’s a 

passage from a mass marketing approach to a mass customization one, till the 

newest marketing paradigms called “one to one”. 

These paradigms are based on the creation of an attractive and sustainable relation 

not only with customers present in business-to-business markets, but even with the 

ones present in the business-to-customer ones. In these markets the information 

technologies allow to nearly create a joint venture with customers, who can somehow 

be considered as co-producers. 
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In this context, the company no longer provides the customer only goods and 

services, but rather it offers to the market a system of assets and processes from 

which customers can draw their own value.  

At the same time the customer can provide information and knowledge that the 

company can include in its resources and competences. 

The changing organisational environment has so driven interest in organisational 

learning and knowledge management (Drucker, 1993; Prusak, 1997). Customer 

knowledge is considered as one of the most important knowledge bases for an 

organisation (Bennett and Gabriel, 1999; Chase, 1997), and there is a considerable 

interest in the potential of “co-production” and “co-creation” either individually or in 

community contexts, to enhance innovation and business performance (Gibbert et 

al., 2002). 

This new marketing conception implies a kind of revolution in the traditional 

approaches: the customer can define what has to be produced and how it has to be 

done, he can take part with the company in the value creation process, extending his 

involvement even in the planning phase and in the production one. 

Therefore the concept of interaction and bilateral collaboration becomes very 

important: a new way of collaboration based on the interaction in relation to every 

phase of the product life cycle is spreading in every industrial sector (Wikström, 

1996). 

On one hand, customers are becoming active subjects in the planning, production 

and marketing phases; on the other, companies tend to be always more involved in 

the consumption phase, while they are both always more included in the 

destruction/disposal phase (Fig.1.2).   

This new relations system is applied regardless of the transaction object that can be 

indifferently a tangible product or an intangible service. 
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An increase number of consumers wants now to go beyond simply accepting 

products and/or services offered unilaterally by companies and participates in the 

processes of creating (and co-creating) such products and/or services. 
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2. Literature review 

 
 

With the aim of establishing a theoretical and conceptual foundation of what is known 

with regard to open innovation, distributed innovation, co-creation of value, 

collaborative innovation and the new role of consumers and communities, and to 

propose a conceptual framework which can guide further study about the LEGO 

world, this chapter introduces and discusses the literature treats to these fields. 

 

2.1 Open Innovation  

 

The “godfather” of innovation studies was Joseph Schumpeter who wrote 

extensively on the subject. His argument was simple: entrepreneurs will seek to 

use technological innovation - a new product/service or a new process for making 

it - to get strategic advantage.  

Schumpeter talks even of a process of “creative destruction” where there is a 

constant search to create something new which simultaneously destroys the old rules 

and establishes new ones – all driven by the search for new sources of profits. 

The point is that firms have always had to innovate in order to survive. Both today 

and yesterday.  

What has changed during the last decades is how firms innovate. 

 

Yesterday “closed innovation systems” were typical for most companies: they 

generate their own ideas, do their own research and development to transform ideas 

into innovative products, produce these products, market, distribute, service and 

finance them on their own. 

Today many firms don’t innovate anymore in this way: factors such as the increasing 

availability and mobility of knowledge workers, the flourishing of the venture capital 

market specializing in creating new firms and the increasing scope of capable 

external suppliers, have undermined the effectiveness of the old closed model. 

Therefore many large industrial firms, that had become too isolated, have started to 

open themselves to external networks and relationships in order to gain the full 
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potential of their investments and capabilities in innovation. 

In 2003, Chesbrough coined the notion Open Innovation to signify a new model for 

organizing technological innovation in large R&D intensive companies, and, 

particularly, the use of purposive inflows and outflows of knowledge to accelerate 

internal innovation, and expand the markets for external use of innovation 

respectively. According to this model, “firms can and should use external ideas as 

well as internal ideas, and internal and external paths to market, as the firms look to 

advance their technology” (Chesbrough, 2003).  

 

The notion of Open Innovation does not signify an altogether new phenomenon. 

Cohen and Levinthal's (1990) concept of absorptive capacity addresses the particular 

competence that companies build in R&D, not only for managing internal innovation 

but also for being able to access and absorb external ideas, science and other kinds 

of knowledge inputs to innovation. Rosenberg (1982), Lundvall (1992), Pavitt (1998) 

and von Hippel (1988) among others, talk about the interactive, cross-disciplinary 

and inter-organizational nature of innovative learning. What Chesbrough (2003) has 

added in his book “Open Innovation”, apart from offering a new term, is a more 

comprehensive and systematic study of the “internal” corporate modes of managing 

such more externally oriented processes of innovation.  

 “Open innovation systems” are characterized by the flexible way a firm co-ordinates 

a large number of innovation projects and assess their value. The system is open, 

because some projects come from outside and some internal projects go outside.  

 
Recent technological changes, such as the ICT revolution, have affected the way 

firms communicate, collaborate and coordinate, facilitating even the adoption of open 

innovation strategies, particularly related to new product development, as they have 

enabled the exchange of distributed sources of information in the open innovation 

process. 

John Seeley Brown (2003) notes that the movement towards open innovation has 

been strongly influenced by this new kind of technology: “with the power of today’s 

computers to simulate massively complex and non-linear systems coupled to 

phenomenal visualization techniques, the customer can be brought ever closer to the 

design process”. 
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Many authors have highlighted the role of Information and Communication 

Technologies (ICT) in supporting open innovation: Pavitt (2003), for example, notices 

that ICT have vastly increased the ability of firms to work across different geographic 

and organizational boundaries, while Rothwell (1992) describes the use of a ‘new 

electronic toolkit’ being applied to the fifth generation innovation process.  

In doing so, the use of these technologies has helped to support the shift towards 

more open, collaborative and network-centred innovation practices (Tapscott, 1996; 

Christensen and Maskell, 2003).  

Others refer in the literature to new kinds of technology that assist in the innovation 

process itself (Thomke, 1998a, b, 2003; Debackere, 1999; Henderson, 1999; 

Schrage, 1999; von Hippel, 2001; Debackere and Van Looy, 2003; D’Adderio, 2004). 

Dodgson et al. (2005) talk about a suite of technologies, usually called Innovation 

Technology (IvT), used for creating innovation. 

These technologies include a wide range of design, simulation, modelling, and 

visualization technologies, and they are increasingly being applied to the innovation 

process. 

IvTs provide the means by which people are technologically assisted in their creative 

tasks and they help to create new environments where people can think about new 

options, engage other parties, such as users, in the product design, play or 

experiment with different futures and ensure that other technologies are used to 

maximum effect in the delivery of product, process, and service innovation (Dodgson 

2005; Thomke, 2003). 

 

2.1.1 The Lead User theory 

 

Within the open innovation systems a key role is played by lead users: indeed there 

is a growing interest in applying lead user methods to the innovation process.  

Lead users are defined as members of a user population who (von Hippel, 1986): 

• Anticipate obtaining relatively high benefits from obtaining a solution to their 

needs and so may innovate 

• Are at the leading edge of important trends in a marketplace under study and 

so are currently experiencing needs that will later be experienced by many 
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users in that marketplace. 

 

The original theoretical thinking that led to defining lead users in this way was built on 

findings from von Hippel (1986, 2005). 

Lead-user theory was originally proposed as a way to selectively identify 

commercially attractive innovations developed by users (von Hippel, 1986). 

Some studies have explored the effectiveness of the theory with regard to identifying 

any user innovations. Thus, Franke and Shah (2003), Lüthje (2003), Lüthje, Herstatt, 

and von Hippel (2002), and Morrison, Roberts, and von Hippel (2000) divided their 

samples into innovators and non-innovators as a dependent variable and showed 

that lead-user characteristics are systematically different in these two groups by 

using t-tests and logit analyses.  The effect sizes found in these studies tend to be 

very large.  

Empirical studies have also found that many of the innovations developed by users 

do have commercial attractiveness (Urban and von Hippel, 1988; Morrison et al., 

2000; Lüthji, 2003) 

Several published studies have also reported successful experiments with a lead-

user-centred approach to new product idea generation. Two such studies have 

quantitatively compared the outputs of lead-user idea-generation studies with the 

outputs of traditional voice of the customer studies that focus on target market 

customers (Griffin, 1997).  

Lilien et al. (2002) also found lead-user studies capable of systematically generating 

ideas for breakthrough innovations, where breakthroughs were defined as new 

product lines providing new sales representing over 20 percent of total existing sales 

of the entity, a corporate division, developing them. 

Therefore, lead users could provide great insight into marketing research: they have 

provided a great deal of information to aid the new product development process 

(Miller, 1995; Lilien et al., 2002).   

 

User communities that arise spontaneously around interest centres, sports or 

recreational activities, and brands, can often be considered ad lead users’ “habitats”. 
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The community supplies the information and technological support that is useful both 

to the need definition ad to the innovation development (Frank and Shah, 2003). 

Communities that are particularly active in the innovation field are the ones that von 

Hippel (2001) defines user innovation communities.  

User-innovators combine and leverage their efforts by engaging in many forms of 

cooperation. Direct, informal user-to-user cooperation is common. Organized 

cooperation is also common, with users joining together in networks and 

communities that provide useful structures and tools for their interactions and for the 

distribution of innovations.  

Innovation communities can also increase the speed and effectiveness with which 

users and manufacturers can develop and test and diffuse their innovation (von 

Hippel, 2001). 

Furthermore, online communities present benefits that a face-to-face focus group 

cannot: discussion forums and online communities present unprecedented 

opportunities for both passive market intelligence and active market research. 

Listening to the dialog can alert companies to possible future trends, an example of 

market intelligence (Füller et al., 2008). 

 

2.2 Distributed innovation 

 

In the previous paragraph, we talked about the concept of Open Innovation and how 

the widespread deployment of ICT, in particular of Internet, has supported this new 

innovation model. 

Here we want to briefly introduce another emerging phenomenon that is tightly tied 

with both Open Innovation and ICT widespread: the one related to distributed 

innovation. 

This term identifies “the activities in support of innovation involving a division of 

labour among independent and geographically dispersed actors (i.e. other firms, 

communities of customers, of third-party organization) that are enabled by ICT” 

(Prandelli, Sawhney and Verona, 2008). 

Being emerged at the intersection of several functional disciplines, Prandelli et al. 

(2008) identify two key dimensions to better organize and understand the wide 
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literature:  

1) The form of governance of the innovation process  sometimes the locus 

of the innovation process is the firm itself that creates direct connections 

with customers or partners, while other times the innovation process 

originates from independent market actors that collaborate together; 

2) The nature of collaboration between the actors that contribute to the 

innovation process  some innovation mechanisms are based on single 

individuals, while others involve a community approach, where it is the web 

of relations among the different actors that become the focus of attention. 

 

Crossing these two dimensions we can have a two-by-two matrix that helps to better 

classify the various forms of distributed innovation. Doing so, four mechanisms for 

distributed innovation are identified (Fig.2.1): 

• Collaborative innovation; 

• Communities of creation; 

• Virtual knowledge brokers; 

• Open-source systems. 

 

 
 

We now briefly introduce the last three mechanisms, while we focus our attention on 

collaborative innovation mechanisms in the paragraph 2.4 as it’s a relevant topic to 

better analyze the following LEGO case.  
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2.2.1 Communities of creation 

 

The community-centric model considers that the locus of innovation is in a 

community of individuals and that firms collaborate to create joint intellectual 

property. 

Prandelli and Verona (2002) argue that virtual communities that can support the 

creation of new knowledge and, consequently, of innovation, are a direct evolution of 

virtual learning communities identified by Micelli (2000). 

These evolved communities, considering their ability to create new knowledge and 

innovate, are called communities of creation by the authors (Prandelli and Verona, 

2002). 

The community of creation model is not only an evolution of the characteristics of the 

community, but also of the business development and innovation model. Indeed, with 

the development of new technologies and the strong and fast changes in the 

competitive area, the demand from the so-called “turbulent markets” requires speed, 

flexibility and variety. 

This model is a model that can at best integrate the benefits of the knowledge 

structuring, typical of the hierarchical model, and the ones of the free movement of 

knowledge, typical of the open source (Prandelli and Sawhney, 2000). 

Considering the model of Nonaka (1995), participants through socialization can 

combine tacit and explicit knowledge, which are shared among all participants, thus 

generating new knowledge.  

Participating in a community of creation means socialize individual knowledge and 

contribute to the creation of a common knowledge that is greater than the sum of the 

individual ones. 

Kozinets (1999) emphasizes the importance of incentives for participation and 

coordination within the community: recognizing the knowledge contribution of any 

single member is really important for their motivation. 

A specific set of rules for participation and property rights is necessary so that the 

community of creation can function effectively. 
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2.2.2 Virtual knowledge brokers 

 

As we know, companies have begun to expand their borders beyond the ones that 

characterize their specific business sectors. 

This expansion requires a much more extensive specialization in the knowledge 

management as companies have no sufficient knowledge basis to be qualified as 

partners, and, above all, to have those codes that are essential for having access to 

social knowledge. 

For this reason, many companies need to turn to outside figures who are highly 

specialized in knowledge brokering and, in particular, in innovation.  

In the physical world, this role is played by Knowledge Brokers (KBs), third parties 

who connect, recombine and transfer knowledge to companies in order to facilitate 

innovation (Hargadon and Sutton, 2000). KBs have traditionally taken the form of 

innovation and design consulting firms (Sutton, 2002; Hargdon, 2003). 

The virtual manifestations of these figures are the Virtual Knowledge Brokers (VKB) 

(Sawhney, Prandelli and Verona, 2003). 

Generally they are technologically advanced players who are able to exploit all the 

opportunities offered by digital technologies and the Internet in order to support 

companies with incentives, knowledge and creativity that are necessary for 

innovative development. 

VKBs differ from KBs not only as they operate in the virtual world, but also as 

(Prandelli et al., 2008): 

• They don’t offer completely developed design solutions, but provide a service 

that extends to the entre scope of the innovation activity; 

• They don’t leverage solutions and technologies already developed within other 

companies, but absorb new ideas and knowledge from customers; 

• They don’t collaborate with firms only on individual projects, but expand the 

collaboration over time to support different knowledge needs; 

• They can be useful in the front – as well as at the back-end stages of the 

innovation management process by managing knowledge of distant 

customers. 
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Even if in the virtual world companies have the possibility of directly engage 

customers in the innovation process, thanks to VKBs, they can go beyond direct 

channels to extend their reach, increase the speed and improve the quality of their 

innovation activities (Prandelli et al., 2008). 

In particular, four key processes characterize these technological actors (Prandelli e 

Verona, 2006): 

• Network access  the ability to get into a network where subjects are 

disconnected and allow the transit of information and knowledge.  

VKBs augment the firm’s “network resources” (Gulati, 1999) by enabling the 

process if distributed innovation (Arora et al., 2002), where the firm becomes 

the focal node of an inter-organizational network of knowledge (Powel et al., 

1996; Ahuja, 2000).  

• Knowledge absorption  the ability to absorb knowledge concerning a 

specific sector or technology.  

In particular, four specific kinds of Internet-based tools support this process: 

the observation of online customer behaviour tracking his online activities 

(Burke at al., 2001); online surveys and focus group; web-based conjoint tools 

used to measure customer preferences for new product concepts; and 

customer communities, as a place where it’s possible to leverage the social 

knowledge that develops through spontaneous conversations among the 

members (Kozinets, 1999). 

• Knowledge integration  the ability to integrate knowledge and solutions in 

concepts, people and technologic supports in order to remember and reuse 

them.  

In particular, virtual environments allow Internet based tools, that enable 

knowledge distribution at various levels (i.e. the intra-company level, the inter-

company and the market ones) (Wayland and Cole, 1997), and they also 

influence informal social integration, intensifying the relational dimension of 

social interaction through extended connectivity (Kozinets, 1999). 

• Knowledge implementation  the application of previously memorized 

knowledge and solutions in order to create new knowledge and new solutions. 

Even if this process is pretty hard to apply to tacit knowledge having any kind 
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of shared knowledge to be codified on the Web (Afuah, 2003), generally 

Internet facilitates knowledge memorization, retrieval and recombination 

(Fahey and Prusak, 1998). 

 

2.2.3 Open-source systems 

 

An evolution of virtual communities is represented by open-source systems. 

This distributed innovation model is run by and for users to mutually provide technical 

advice (Constant et al., 1996) and create new products or services (Kogut and 

Mettiu, 2001; von Hippel, 2001; von Hippel and von Krogh, 2003). 

In open-source programs, individual users do not have to develop everything they 

need on their own as they have freely access to what has been developed by others. 

In order to allow this model to work, von Hippel (2001) notes that at least some users 

have to be motivated to innovate and reveal their innovations and means, and that 

the diffusion of these innovations has to be able to compete with commercial 

production and distribution. 

 

2.3 The theme of co-creation of value 

 

The history of many successes (or failures) of new product and/or services launched 

on the market shows that any action by a company couldn’t simply be taken from a 

unilateral point of view. Value is not created within the firm and then exchanged with 

customer: managers and customers divide the work of creation and innovation 

between themselves.  

Therefore, recent literature on the creation of unique value for customers has 

extensively shown that one of the new key principles for managerial practice is co-

creation of value, which sees customers as an active part of this process (Prahalad 

and Ramaswamy, 2004; Gilmore and Pine, 2002; Kozinets et al., 2004). 

Particularly, this theme of interaction between customers and organizations in 

product and service innovation is developed in the literature on co-production.  

The body of work on co-creation and co-production has grown in recent years. 

Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2000) suggest that companies have to recognise that 
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the customer is becoming a partner in creating value, and they need to learn how to 

harness customer competences: in particular one aspect that is becoming always 

more important is the engagement of customers in co-creating personal experiences.  

Kristensson et al. (2004) have examined the benefits of involving users in suggesting 

new product ideas, finding that ordinary users create significantly more original and 

valuable ideas than professional developers, whilst professional developers and 

advanced users create more easily reliable ideas.  

Hsieh and Chen (2005) showed that new product development performance can be 

enhanced by interacting with users, and capitalising on user-knowledge management 

competences. Matthing et al. (2004) suggest that the value of customer involvement 

in new service development resides in the opportunity to facilitate proactive learning 

about the customer, and to understand and anticipate latent customer needs. Lilien 

et al. (2002) suggest that user contribution to the idea generation process is 

optimised through the careful selection of “lead users” to participate in the process. 

 

Customers can play a valuable role as co-creators of new products in particular their 

participation ranges from product design activities to product development activities. 

Schneider and Bowen (1995) identify several potential incentives for customers to be 

involved as co-creators and co-producers, including enhanced self-esteem because 

of increased control, more discretion and opportunities to make choices, and greater 

product customization. 

Despite the potential benefits that can be realized from customer co-creation, this 

process poses significant management challenges: 

• Customer involvement in product design and development is likely to increase 

the level of project uncertainty (Lengnick-Hall, 1996); 

• Customers may need to possess higher levels of product/technology 

knowledge; 

• Customer co-creators will need to be well integrated with internal NPD teams; 

• Customers can carry out a wide range of roles in product development and 

support activities, implementing those roles requires new bonds of 

interdependencies and the establishment of increasingly complex social 
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networks that cross traditional organizational boundaries (Gersuny and 

Rosengren, 1973; Sawhney and Prandelli, 2000). 

 

Co-creation might be even viewed as an aspect of customer-knowledge competence, 

the processes that generate knowledge about specific customers (Campbell, 2003).  

Gibbert et al. (2002) describe customer knowledge management as a process in 

which organisations seek to “know what their customers know” and define it as: 

 

“…the strategic process by which cutting-edge companies emancipate their 

customers from passive recipients of products and services, to 

empowerment as knowledge partners. CKM is about gaining, sharing, and 

expanding the knowledge residing in customers, to both customer and 

corporate benefit.” 

 

Their emphasis on interacting with customers and co-production, extending to co-

learning, lifts the focus from collecting data and information in order to learn about 

customers to learn with customers.  

Another time new technologies play a key-role: they’ve enabled “a shift from a 

perspective of exploiting customer knowledge by the firm to a perspective of 

knowledge co-creation with the customers” (Sawhney and Prandelli, 2000). 

 

Lawer (2006) worked on a framework to help him to scope down his research into 

how firms can co-create knowledge with their customers. 

After having analyzed a number of distinguishing criteria, he settled on two factors 

that can distinguish various styles of co-creation: 

• The degree of adaptability or personalisation of the value created; 

• The point (or “locus of innovation”) where the value creation occurs. 

Using these two factors, eight different styles of customer-company co-creation have 

been identified (Fig. 2.3): 

1) Product “Finishing”  the customer completes the product or service and he 

is the final c-creator or value (e.g. IKEA); 

2) New Product Design and Development (Lead User)  a limited number of 
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expert customers are invited “into the firm” to share their knowledge and 

contribute to the development of new products and services (e.g. Saturn Cars, 

P&G’s Connect and Develop programme, LEGO Mindstorms lead user 

project); 

3) Existing Product Adaptation (Customer Feedback)  the company actively 

solicits expressed customer needs or feedback to improve its products (e.g. 

Cisco and Microsoft Knowledgebase); 

4) Mass Customisation  company gives determined choices or options with 

which the customer can personalise a standard product or service template 

(e.g. Adidas shoes, Dell PC’s, BMW cars); 

5) Open Community Ideation and Product Design and Development (e.g. Linux, 

Firefox, Sugar CRM); 

6) New Service Design  services tend to involve more consumers in the 

innovation process than products and they are also easier to test in markets 

(e.g. Teliasonera and Alaris Medical Systems); 

7) Real-Time Marketing & Service Adaptation  this style of co-creation is 

characterized by high levels of customer dialogue and interaction, enabled by 

digital technology. This allows individual customers to change the value 

presented by the firm in real time (e.g. Cemex and Fedex); 

8) Personalized Experience Value and Knowledge Co-Creation  this is where 

the firm and the customer interact within an experience environment to realise 

unique co-created value. The unit of value is not the product or the service but 

the individual experience and its interaction with a host or experience network 

partners (e.g. iPod/iTunes; Medtronics, Amazon). 
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2.4 Collaborative innovation  

 

Collaborative innovation is the collaboration that is enabled by companies to support 

the development of new concept of product through the integration of consumers’ 

experience and knowledge.  

The first benefit obtained from the use of this approach is to allow the company to 

generate a process of continuous innovation. 

Continuous innovation means not only being able to manage a single technology, but 

above all to create a dynamic environment that is capable of stimulating company’s 

creativity, change and thus innovation (Prandelli and Verona, 2006). 

In this way companies support the consumer, as a fundamental member of the value 

network, in the implementation of the continuous innovation stages and they also 

recognize the importance of consumer knowledge and of its integration for product 

development.  
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So basically there a shift from a mono-directional interaction where the customer is a 

passive subject to the company’s marketing analysis, to an approach for which the 

customer is an active part of the of innovation creation. 

 

A particularly interesting aspect is the one concerning the role played by the Internet, 

and thus by the communities as a virtual place of knowledge, in the development and 

dissemination of this approach.  

The Internet, as digital technology, has a strong potential to overcome the traditional 

trade-off between richness - the wealth of interactions and information / knowledge-

exchange - and reach - the number of players involved. 

In a perspective of knowledge sharing to support innovation, these two variables can 

be understood as the potentials of connection that are necessary to support the 

learning (Busacca and Prandelli, 2001). 

Clearly the fact that the network can overcome the trade-off between reach and 

richness potentially creates the optimal conditions for the activation of a process of 

joint learning between consumer and firm. 

 

2.4.1 Web-based tools in the NPD process 

 

After having introduced the concept of collaborative innovation, we go on describing 

the stages that characterize this innovation process and various web-tools that are 

used by firms in each stage. 

The phases of the process of collaborative innovation are five (Fig.2.4) (Prandelli and 

Verona, 2006). 
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• Idea generation.  

Traditionally, this stage is where the company tries to generate ideas that 

could bring it to achieve specific objectives. 

In collaborative innovation, consumers are encouraged in a more or less 

formal way to offer ideas on new products as they are not stiff from routine 

business, strategic visions and procedures transferred over time. 

This stage is certainly the one that can benefit more from the potentials 

offered by the Web and the collaborative innovation mechanisms to integrate 

and enhance consumer input. 

The simplest tool that can be used in this phase is the online administration of 

questionnaires, quite similar to traditional surveys if not for the mean of 

administering it (Burke et al., 2001). 

Thanks to this tool, a company can ask consumer to express his view on 

emerging market needs or unmet needs. The aim of this instrument is to 

involve consumers in what are their emerging needs in order to reduce the risk 

of developing concepts that do not find their approval (Prandelli and Verona, 

2006). 

Clearly this tool does not involve an active and creative collaboration in the 

true sense of the word. 

A tool that allows greater consumer involvement in the real idea generation is 

the suggestion box: a dedicated area on the company’s web-site where 

consumer can freely propose or suggest his own ideas. It is very valuable for 

the creation of ideas with no creativity limit, but, for its efficient functioning, it 

needs transparent incentive policies and rules regarding intellectual property 

rights (Thurow, 1997). 

Another particularly interesting tool is the “listening in” one (Urban and Hauser, 

2002), or the registration of all the content exchanged by consumers within the 

community to identify preferences in the attributes of products, comments on 

future products, but especially complaints by consumers dissatisfied. 

Virtual communities, and in particular all the web-based tools that allow 

communication between their members (i.e. forums, groupware, newsletters, 
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blogs), can be consider as a really interesting tool (Hagel and Armstrong, 

1997; Kozinets, 1999). 

It allows the development of a truly collaborative generating ideas process 

between company and communities through virtual interaction. 

Many companies have begun monitoring online communities of their 

customers as source of feedback that are really useful to understand how 

consumers perceived the product and/or the brand and to generate new ideas 

(Dwyer, 2007). 

• Concept selection. 

This is a critical stage for the success of the entire new product development 

process and especially for the success of the product launch in the market.  

The first tool used in this phase is the so-called virtual test concept: areas of 

the virtual community in which the company provides its users with various 

tools (e.g. photos, videos, virtual simulations,…) to analyze in depth the 

product concept. 

This mechanism has very interesting potentialities: it increases the flexibility to 

respond to any market or technological changes; it reduces the innovation 

time, because it allows to test directly the product concept already in the 

process of ideas selection; it promotes the processes of learning and sharing 

among users and company; it reduces the risk of obsolescence of the 

collected information; it increases significantly the chances of product success; 

it allows the company to select in a much shorter time one concept truly 

relevant to their target market (Prandelli and Verona, 2006). 

A second tool to support this particular stage is the online focus group 

(Montoya-Weiss et al., 1998). 

This tool is a web-based evolution of the traditional research method based on 

the interaction among participants in order to promote the socialization and 

sharing of knowledge individually possessed by them. Online focus group can 

be based on chat rooms or videoconference technology (Burke et al., 2001) 

and so they can benefit of time and geographical reach of consumers. 

Another instrument used in this stage is the so-called “information pump” 

(Prelec, 2000): an online focus group that allows to highlight individual 
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comments made by participants in order to bring out those who have 

expressed a greater chance of success through an internal consistency and to 

proceed to a classification of ideas that have to be selected. 

• Product development. 

This phase includes the articulation of ideas in a proper product configuration 

that could then be tested on the market before commercial launch. 

The first product development tool is the virtual conjoint analysis. It consists of 

graphical user interfaces through which the company can ask consumer what 

are the attributes and characteristics that are sought in the product (Dahan 

and Hauser, 2002). 

Clearly the fact that the conjoint technique is applied by graphical and virtual 

interfaces can greatly enhance its utility: the most advanced applications of 

web-based conjoint analysis let to the mass customization of products 

designed and sold through the Web (Randall et al., 2004). 

Another very valuable tool to create within the communities the joint learning 

process in the development of product components is the toolkit for users' 

innovation theorized by von Hippel (2006). 

This tool allows to effectively engage consumer in the development of the 

components: he has the possibility to design or assembly the product on a 

range of possibilities made available by the company. 

Consumer involvement in the co-definition of products is also possible, above 

all in the software industry, by allowing users to download beta versions and 

asking them to identify possible bugs (MacCormack et al., 2001). 

In this stage, thanks to online user design mechanisms, consumers can also 

be integrated in virtual cross-functional teams created by companies: in these 

teams consumers collaborate with company employees and are treated as 

real partners in the innovation process (Sawhney and Prandelli, 2000). 

Other mechanisms of product development are much more characteristic of 

virtual communities. These tools are, for example, the use of groupware and 

mechanisms of open source in order to mobilize consumers in the 

development or in solving a specific problem (von Krogh and von Hippel, 

2003). 
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• Product test.  

This phase includes the actual assessment of the developed innovation, 

before it is launched in the market. 

The use of web-based tools in this stage allows the company to obtain very 

important benefits such as considerable cost savings and the valuation of 

various combinations and versions of the product (Thomke, 1998). 

All this is achieved through the ability to offer virtual versions of the product 

that are very accurate. 

Actually virtual testing can go beyond the mere evaluation of product 

combinations: it makes possible to evaluate various hypotheses of the product 

marketing mix and to be able to select the best with a net saving of cost and 

time (virtual market testing) (Dahan and Srinivasan, 2000). 

The first tool that allows the product test is the Virtual Reality Markup 

Language: a virtual application that allows to download images and movies 

very quickly and then allows to observe and assess in detail all the 

components of the product (Prandelli and Verona, 2006). 

Another instrument, which unlike the previous also makes real market test for 

the complete product, is the “information acceleration” (Urban et al., 1996): it 

is an application that allows to recreate a complete experience virtual 

shopping. 

• Launch.  

In this stage the role of consumer becomes really important to support 

advertising and promotion activities (Jurvetson, 2000). 

Consumers participating in virtual communities, besides possessing 

remarkable talents of innovators, are a privileged channel for innovation 

dissemination and acceptance within the community, but also outside it. It is 

so easy to understand that being able to activate the right individuals within 

the community allows the activation of the viral marketing and word of mouth 

phenomena (Brown at al., 2007). 

Viral marketing and word of mouth are epidemiological promotion phenomena 

based on the sharing of news, images, and videos on the web that increase 

exponentially the number of exposures to which an individual is subject. 
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Customer involvement in the product launch stage can also occur by means of 

personalized communication, especially newsletters, which focus more on the 

brand than on the individual product and which are sent to a select group of 

customers who have opted in to such communication (Godin, 1999). 

 

The classification which we think being the most appropriate for providing a 

presentation of the primary collaboration tools is one that maps them on two 

important dimensions: the nature of customer involvement that is needed according, 

and the stage of the NPD process at which the customer involvement is desired 

(Prandelli and Verona, 2006).  

Even if we have seen before that Internet allows to overcome the trade-off between 

reach and richness, firms still have to make this kind of decision: a firm may want to 

emphasize richness over reach if it is interested in generating ideas and insights, 

while it may value reach over richness if it is interested in validating hypothesis with a 

representative sample of customers  (Sawnhey, Verona and Prandelli, 2005). 

In relation to the second dimension, some instruments may be more important in the 

upstream stages of the process in which you make a real analysis or exploration of 

generated knowledge and learning (Exploration), while others may be more important 

in the downstream stages of the process, where the actual application of learning 

and knowledge made previously is implemented (Exploitation). 

Crossing these two dimensions we can have a two-by-two matrix that can help to 

map the various forms of Internet-based collaboration mechanisms (Fig.2.5). 
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About useful online tools in the co-development of products, a further step has been 

taken by Nambisan and Baron (2007). These authors maintain that the critical 

challenge in customer value co-creation is not in devising the technological 

infrastructure and the web-tools, but in creating and maintaining a rewarding 

“innovating experience environments” for the customer. If the online environment 

contributes to supply its members with interaction-based benefits (i.e. learning, social 

integrative, personal integrative and hedonic benefits), they naturally contribute to 

product support and other types of value co-creation. 

In particular, they figured out: 

•  The importance of the “learning” benefit in virtual communities. Therefore it is 

imperative that firms focus on enhancing both the breadth and depth of 

product-related content in customer interactions, and in making such content 

readily accessible to customers. 

• The necessity to incorporate new organizational design elements (i.e. new 

organizational units, new positions, and so on) to manage the virtual 

community initiative. 

• The possibility to form “gated” sub-communities within larger online customers 

forum based on customer interests and expertise to facilitate more open 

sharing of product-knowledge and innovative ideas in a highly interactive 

manner. 
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2.5 The virtual communities 

 

Consumers are increasingly turning to computer-mediated communication in order to 

get information on which to base their decisions (Kozinets, 2002). They are using 

several online formats to share ideas about general topics or a given product or 

brand and contact other consumers, who are seen as more objective information 

sources (Kozinets, 2002).  

Thanks to Internet, worldwide people have so initiated virtual communities with 

different purposes, interests and membership characteristics, and sometimes 

focused even on specific companies.  

In addition, Internet provides the infrastructure for enhancing the development of 

these communities since it is possible to overcome the space and time barriers to 

interaction that exist in traditional communities (Andersen, 2005). 

The concept of virtual community is firstly defined by Rheingold (1993) as:  

 

“…social aggregations that emerge from the Net when enough people carry 

on those public discussions long enough, with sufficient human feelings, to 

form webs of personal relationships in cyberspace. A virtual community is a 

group of people who may or may not meet one another face to face, and 

who exchange words and ideas through the mediation of computer bulletin 

boards and networks.” 

 

A virtual community is a new business communication channel allowing firms to 

interact with Internet users: in this way they can formally or informally make use of 

this pool of opinions, knowledge and suggestions to manage new product 

improvement or development. 

 

Even if the virtual community concept is almost as old as the Internet, its exponential 

growth began above all in the 1990s thanks to the appearance of the World Wide 

Web and the spreading of e-mail, chat rooms or instant message systems (Flavia´n 

and Guinalı´u, 2005).  

The justification to this expansion can be also found in the advantages generated by 
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virtual communities: Hagel and Armstrong (1995) point out that through these 

communities, consumers can satisfy their needs of sharing resources, establishing 

relationships, trading, and living fantasies. 

Based on the amount of interaction users want to have with others, the breadth of 

subjects on which they wish to interact, and the extent to which they desire to escape 

reality in cyberspace, Armstrong and Hagel III (1995) identify four basic types of 

online communities: 

• Communities of relationship  groups of people who interact regularly and 

cover many different topics, and who are aware of one another’s electronic 

identities; 

• Communities of fantasy  groups of people who interact regularly, perhaps 

on many topics, but who are not aware of others’ identities as these ones are 

invisible. They relate in a purely fictional setting creating new environments, 

personalities, and storylines. 

• Communities of transaction  groups of people whose interaction is focused 

purely on content (e.g. buying and selling); 

• Communities of interest  groups of people who interact inventively only on 

limited topics. These communities are defined by subject matter, but involve a 

higher degree of interpersonal communication than do communities of 

transactions. Further, they might be based on geography, subject knowledge, 

social or experiential interests, or transactional interests. 

 

Armstrong and Hagel III are not the only ones who talk about virtual communities. 

Until now they have been characterized in a number of ways, mainly focused on a 

very broad spectrum of online phenomena and mostly user-initiated communities 

(Kozinets, 1999; Mc William, 2000; Wenger, 2000; Wenger and Snyeder, 2000; 

Williams and Cothrel, 2000). 

Considering the case analyzed in the next paragraph, we want here to focus our 

attention on what Andersen (2005) defines virtual brand communities, which are 

consumers’ aggregations that occurred in the Internet because of their interest in 

some brand or product (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001). 

These authors identify three core components characterising a brand community: 
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• Consciousness of kind  determined by two factors - legitimisation, the 

process of establishing a difference between true and false members, and 

opposition to other brands - it is the binding feeling within the community 

members and between them and the brand; 

• Rituals and traditions  processes that help to reproduce and transmit the 

community meaning in and out of the community; 

• Sense of moral responsibility  this feeling creates moral commitment among 

the community members. As a result, there are two types of fundamental 

actions: integration and retention of members, which guarantees the 

community survival, and support in the correct use of the brand. 

Participation in the community activities is an important factor for the development 

and sustainability of virtual communities: it favours group cohesion and information 

and experiences sharing. 

In particular, greater levels of participation in a virtual community help to share 

knowledge, quickly disseminate ideas and provide emotional support among 

members (Koh and Kim, 2004).  

Therefore, the participation in these activities may promote the members’ 

identification with the community and, consequently, the value of the community 

could be increased (Algesheimer et al., 2005). 

In addition, members’ participation in the virtual community is a crucial element to 

guarantee the community’s survival in the long term (Koh and Kim, 2004).  

 
Casalò et al. (2007) identify two possible outcomes of participation in a virtual brand 

community: 

• Trust  from a marketing point of view, trust has been considered as a key 

factor in order to establish successful long-term oriented relationships 

(Anderson and Narus, 1990; Dwyer et al., 1987). Traditionally, trust has been 

analysed from two different perspectives: it may be analysed as a behavioural 

component - the “willingness to rely” on the partner - (Geyskens et al., 1996; 

Kumar et al., 1995; Siguaw et al., 1998), or as a cognitive one (Anderson and 

Narus, 1990; Doney and Cannon, 1997).  

Considering trust as a cognitive component, the literature has usually 

suggested that trust may be defined by three types of beliefs: competence, 
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honesty and benevolence (e.g. Mayer et al., 1995; Ridings et al., 2002).  

- Competence  related to the consumers’ perceptions of the other 

party’s knowledge and skills to complete a relationship and satisfy their 

needs (Coulter and Coulter, 2002); 

- Honesty  the belief that the second party will keep their word, fulfil 

their promises and be sincere (Gundlach and Murphy, 1993; Doney and 

Cannon, 1997); 

- Benevolence  the belief that one of the parties is interested in the 

wellbeing of the other. Specifically, benevolence refers to the other 

party’s willingness to make an effort to meet common objectives 

(Ganesan, 1994). 

• Loyalty  it may be defined as a non-random behaviour, expressed over time, 

which depends on psychological processes and closeness to brand 

commitment (Hallowell, 1996), 

Loyalty has always been considered to be a key factor in order to achieve 

company success and sustainability over time (Flavia´n et al., 2006; Keating et 

al., 2003). 

In addition, several authors have proposed that loyalty also favours higher 

intensity in positive word-of-mouth (Hallowell, 1996), lower price sensibility 

(Lynch and Ariely, 2000) and more stable and bigger incomes (Knox and 

Denison, 2000).  

Satisfaction (Petrick and Backman, 2002) and commitment (Fullerton, 2003) 

also favour higher loyalty in the consumer. 

 

A really important topic concerning virtual communities is about their sustainability: 

simply providing a web-based community network does not guarantee a successful 

virtual community (Preece, 2001). 

Chan et al. (2003) identify information accessibility and communication as important 

determinants of virtual community sustainability.  

Similarly, Burnett (2000) presents a typology of information behaviours in online 

environments that serve as foundation for virtual communities: he also highlights the 

usefulness of Ricoeur’s hermeneutic theory for analysing the writing, reading and 
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interpretation of texts that are part and parcel of online involvement.  

Kim et al. (2004) observe that sustaining virtual communities depend on people 

visiting their sites, facilitating social interaction among community members and, 

most significantly, enhancing the loyalty of community members. 

Furthermore, interactions among Internet users through either online communication 

tools, such as Usenet newsgroups, list servers, bulletin board systems, and web-

based information systems, or traditional communication channels (e.g. offline 

communication), are important in the context of virtual community. 

Therefore, the research areas for understanding the determinants of sustainability of 

virtual communities need to range from “online” features, such as information quality, 

system quality and service quality (DeLone and McLean, 2003), to “offline” features, 

such as offline activities (Koh and Kim, 2003) where communities comprise people 

coming together to obtain information from and give information to other people. 

 

To incentive virtual communities’ growth and prosperity, Hagel (1999) thinks that 

member communication and interaction are critical for facilitating the formation of 

shared culture and value. 

To stimulate communication and interaction, to facilitate members’ sense of 

belonging in the community, and to lead to the increased level of member 

commitment, means such as bulletin board, chat room, mailing service, game, 

member search function, and special interest discussion forum are really important 

(Kim, 2000).  

For successful evolution, growth and maintenance of a virtual community, the 

community value has to be communicated clearly: in this way potential members can 

assess the match between their needs and the community offer (Kang et al., 2007). 

The match between community’s interest and potential participant’s interest will 

promote stronger desire to participate and interact with other members, leading to a 

shared feeling of belonging responsibility, and commitment to the community (Muniz 

and O’Guinn, 2000). 

Another factor that is really important in the development and sustainability of virtual 

communities is member contribution recognition as people show positive affection 

toward individuals or organizations that properly recognize and provide positive 
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feedback and reward for their contribution to them (Gruen et al., 2000; Shore and 

Tetrick, 1991; Williams and Hazer, 1986). 
 

.2.5.1 The role of virtual communities in the new product development process 

 

We have previously considered the various roles that the individual customer can 

play in new product development (NPD) process: consumer can be resource in the 

ideation phase, co-creator in the design and development phases, and user in the 

product testing and product support ones (Nambisan 2002). 

What we want to introduce now is the role that virtual communities play in the 

innovation process. 

New technologies allow broad offline communities of interest (e.g., customers) to 

coalesce around specific products and services and interact in an easy way. In 

particular, now the Internet allows companies to build strong online communities 

through which they can listen to and integrate thousands of customers from all over 

the world. 

Such online or virtual customer communities (VCCs) could facilitate the deployment 

of distributed innovation models that involve varied customer roles in NPD 

(Holmstrom, 2001; Kambil, Friesen and Sundaram, 1999; Prahalad and 

Ramaswamy, 2000; Nambisan, 2002; Pitta and Fowler, 2005). 

Firms across industries (e.g., Cisco, Bang & Olufsen, Compaq, Fiat, Microsoft, 

3Com) have started establishing VCCs where their customers can share knowledge 

or otherwise participate in various value creation activities, including NPD.  

 

The implementation of such online forums involves the deployment of a variety of 

technologies: groupware collaborative and messaging tools can empower customers 

to help one another (Kambil et al.,1999), virtual reality tools enable firms to 

implement internet-based product concept testing using visual depiction and 

animation for both industrial and consumer products (Dahan and Srinivasam, 2000), 

and new security tools enable firms to create “gated” communities with restricted 

access to those customers who are perceived as potential innovations and 

contributors (Kay, 1999; Sawhney and Prandelli, 2000). 
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Dholakia et al. (2004) explore the impact of group norms and social identity on 

participation in customer communities. The wider literature on virtual communities 

and their role in learning and knowledge creation is also substantial, and it may have 

perspectives to offer on the role of virtual communities in innovation (Hall and 

Graham, 2004; Davenport and Hall, 2002; Wenger, 2000). 

Piller et al. (2005) propose the use of online communities for collaborative co-design 

in order to reduce the mass confusion phenomenon, that is a metaphor to describe 

the burdens and drawbacks for the consumer as a result of the mass customization 

interaction processes (Teresko, 1994). 

In the end, we don’t have to forget that a lot of the members of communities are often 

lead users: a study by Frank and Shah (2001) on extremes sport communities found 

out that nearly one third of the members in these communities has already taken part 

in a product innovation. The researched communities were offline communities, but 

potential can easily be transferred to the Internet. 

 

Frank and Shah (2003) find that belonging to a community offers the consumer who 

wants to innovate by himself two key benefits in finding innovation-related 

assistance: other community members offer an assistance directly, and other 

community members refer him to individuals they know outside of the community. 

 

Nambisan (2002) thinks that virtual customer communities enable firms to establish 

innovation models that involve varied customer roles in new product developments 

and, in one of his most important article, he tries to develop a conceptual model of 

customer-NPD roles in virtual environments, and so in the virtual community 

contexts. 

With the aim of providing some guidelines to design the ideal virtual environments for 

new product development, he identifies and analyses four principal themes: 

• Customer interaction or communication. 

The pattern of interaction between a firm and its customers depends on the 

roles customers play in the development process (Kaulio, 1998; Leonard-

Barton, 1995). Nambison (2002) argues that organizations need to examine 

the roles they would like their customers to play in NPD and to create virtual 
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environments that facilitate or support the interaction patterns associated with 

each role. In particular, he focuses on the following designing factors: 

temporal structure, task/social orientation, nature of identity, and degree of 

user control (Fig.2.6). 

 

 
 

From his analysis, examples of relevant VCC design features are: 

- Time restrictions on interactions/activities; 

- Maintenance of interaction history; 

- Moderation of customer interactions; 

- Publication of group norms; 

- Controlled customer entry. 

• Knowledge creation. 

The creation of new knowledge can be viewed as the central theme if the NPD 

process from the product conceptualization phase to the product support 

phase (Leonard-Barton, 1995; Madhavan and Grover, 1998). 

The type of knowledge that customers generate depends on the role they play 

in the NPD process and if it is generated individually or I groups. 

The two main knowledge creation activities that can be identified are 
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knowledge acquisition and knowledge conversion (Huber, 1991; Nambisan et 

al., 1999; Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). The first relates to the set of activities 

associated with acquiring knowledge about a product or technology and 

distributing it to other community members, while the other one relates to 

those activities associated with transforming knowledge from one type to 

another. Both these activities have to be supported in a VCC (Fig.2.7). 

In virtual communities, the knowledge acquisition activity can be affected by 

(Alavi, 2000): 

- The repository model  explicit knowledge is situated in electronic files 

and documents; 

- The network model  it provides access to knowledge that resides 

within individual establishing direct links among people. 

Regarding the other activity – the knowledge conversion one – two of the four 

types identified by Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) are relevant in a virtual 

community context: combination (from explicit knowledge to explicit one) and 

externalization (from tacit knowledge to explicit one). 

 

 
 

Given the varied types if knowledge creation and their relative importance in 

the different customer-NPD roles, Nambisan (2002) suggests that 

organizations have to carefully choose design elements so as to provide the 
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appropriate level of support for the underlying cognitive processes, and 

thereby enhance the potential customer value creation and NPD success. 

Examples of relevant VCC design features in this case are: 

- Online knowledge repositories; 

- Knowledge mapping tools and filters; 

- Listing of internal and external “experts”; 

- Individual and group/distributed cognition systems.  

• Customer motivations. 

Participating in a virtual community, and above all in product development and 

support, is a chose that the consumer takes voluntarily.  For this reason he 

has to perceive to have the possibility to realize tangible and intangible 

benefits contributing to the NPD process. 

Nambisan (2002) identifies in particular three types of benefits that customers 

can realize participating in NPD in a virtual community: product or service-

related benefits (Wayland and Cole, 1997), community-related benefits, and 

medium-related benefits. 

In the literature several sources of product or service-related benefits have 

been identified: 

- Mills (1996) thinks that customers could consider their active 

involvement necessary to guarantee product or service quality; 

- Consumers could also feel to lobby and influence the firm to 

incorporate certain product features (Hoch et al., 1999); 

- Thomas and Dunn (1994) believe that the knowledge customers gain 

from their participation in NPD could be another benefit; 

- Participating in product development and support can satisfy both 

customers’ creative urges and their product/technology related curiosity 

(Bateson, 1983). 

The community-related benefits derive from the social relationships that are 

established within the community: perceiving themselves as members of a 

community is, without any doubt, really important to be even active in the 

product development and support (Kollock, 1999; McWilliam, 2000). 

The third type of benefit relates to the positive customer experience provided 
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by the virtual customer environment itself. By creating a compelling online 

environment where customers can interact and explore knowledge about the 

product and its development, organizations can provide optimal online 

experiences that are extremely gratifying and that lead to more intense 

participation in NPD (Nambisan, 2002). 

The relative importance of these three types of benefits varies with customer-

NPD roles (Fig.2.8): companies should carefully incorporate appropriate 

design elements based on particular customer-NPD roles. 

Examples of relevant VCC design features in this case are: 

- Product-related benefits: early product notice; product discounts, etc. 

- Community-related benefits: community status/rewards, membership in 

gated community, etc. 

- Medium-related benefits: interactive speed, browsing depth, 

navigational complexity, etc. 

 

 
 

• VCC-NPD team integration. 

Thanks to virtual communities, firms can bring their customers inside the 

organization and transform them into “employees”.  Even if it is great 
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opportunity, appropriate governance mechanisms that strike a balance 

between order and chaos are really important (Sawhney and Prandelli, 2000). 

For this reason, the design of VCCs should eve pay attention to how the 

customer community will be integrated with the firm.  

A balance between the overall flexibility and the focus and direction is 

necessary. 

To ensure the integration between virtual communities and internal NPD-

teams, another important design element relates to the creation of new roles 

or positions whose task is to check up on these relationships. The specific 

tasks of these new positions depend on customer-NPD roles. 

Other important design elements relate to the degree of coupling between the 

internal NPD team and VCC, the transparency of the roles of participants and 

of the whole process, and the cognitive capability between the community and 

the NPD team (Sawheny and Prandelli, 2000). 

To summarize, firms have to adopt explicit measures to integrate VCC with 

the internal NPD teams in an effective fashion. Such measures may range 

from structural to processual and should be incorporated based on the 

particular customer-NPD roles (Nambisan, 2002). 

Examples of relevant VCC design features in this case are: 

- New integrator roles and positions; 

- Posting of customer role definitions/expectations; 

- Animated hypermedia process models; 

- Posting of development priorities, assumptions, etc.; 

- Posting of NPD team feedback. 
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3. Research design 

 
 

3.1 Objectives 

 

This research fits in with the branches of research concerning open innovation, 

distributed innovation, in particular collaborative innovation, and virtual communities. 

 

From a theoretical point of view, the objective is to deepen the existing knowledge 

relative to virtual communities and the innovation dynamics that characterize their 

members. 

From a practical point of view, we want to draw conclusions that allow and inform an 

efficient and effective management in relation to the co-creation and innovative 

processes between companies and their customers, above all the members of virtual 

communities. 

The topics of principal interest are so related in particular to the ways of collaboration 

with the members of virtual communities in the new product development process. 

More specifically, we focus attention on virtual brand communities since these 

communities have a great relevance for marketers. Indeed, understanding these 

communities may allow the obtaining of valuable information in order to develop 

successful long-term-oriented relationships with customers.  

 

This work, analyzing the online LEGO world, tries to better understand the dynamics 

concerning open and collaborative innovation that characterize a virtual community, 

and tries to propose some ideas whose main aim is to optimize the ways to incentive 

the members of virtual communities in using collaborative innovation tools and in 

innovating by themselves. 

 

3.2  Research questions 

 

Within the limitations of the work itself, we intend to research an answer to the 

following general questions: 
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a. Which are the dynamics of the co-creation process between a firm and the 

members of virtual brand communities that are have been created by consumers 

attached to the firm’s brand? 

b. Which are the implications of these dynamics on the firm and on the virtual 

communities? 

 

More in detail, the research wants provide LEGO with some new and additional 

knowledge that the managers can make use of in the design of their on-line 

communication to attract more end-users and to make customers more active in the 

innovation process. 

 

3.3  Methodology 

 

The main aim of this work is to explore the co-creation process between a company 

and its customers, in particular the members of virtual communities, through the 

analysis of a specific and relevant situation. 

Therefore we have selected a reality that could be potentially interesting, the LEGO 

world, and in particular within the boundaries of virtual LEGO communities our 

research took place. 

In particular the research has taken into account both the company prospective and 

the virtual members’ one. 

 

Given the peculiarities of the virtual communities that have been taken into account 

and of the product itself, we have included a paragraph to better understand the 

characteristics of the chosen case. 

 

The methodology that has been utilised in this research can be divided into three 

main phases: 

• The first phase can be considered as the “contextualization” one: we have 

considered the Adult Fans of LEGO and the virtual community phenomena. 

We have analyzes their origins and the key role played by the Internet. 

• The second phase considers above all the phenomenon of open and 
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collaborative innovation within the virtual communities. The analysis was so 

focused on what motives community members to innovate and how it happens 

within the community boundaries. 

• In the third phase, we have tried to understand how the LEGO Group 

manages the virtual communities and the ideas coming from their members. 

 

3.4  Data collection 

 

The necessary data to support the three phases of the methodology have been 

collected through both qualitative and quantitative methods. 

Concerning the qualitative methods, in particular we have carried on: 

• An exploratory analysis through secondary data; 

• Four in-depth interviews with virtual LEGO community members; 

• An interview with Tormod Askildsen, head of LEGO community development. 

The quantitative research, above all intended to have a confirmation of the previous 

collected data on a larger base, has been based on an online survey (Appendix n°2) 

whose target was composed by virtual LEGO community members. 

 

It’s important to stress the fact that the focus of this research is on the adult 

consumers, and not on the primary LEGO target composed by children.  

Even if even children are involved by LEGO in the co-creation of products, we 

decided to analyze the adult target, as we think it is more interesting due to the high 

product involvement and easier to reach thanks to the Internet.  

 

In the following subparagraphs we explain in details how we have collected the 

necessary data in order to then better understand the results of our analysis. 

 

3.4.1  Qualitative methods 

 

The secondary data, that have allowed us to contextualize and understand the LEGO 

case, have been collected both online and offline. In this phase, an important source 
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has been the PhD dissertation written by Antorini (2007)1. 

 

Concerning the in-depth interviews, the interviewees are two Danish members and 

two Italian members of virtual LEGO communities. 

The first two members have been selected in a Danish online LEGO community 

called “Byggenpladen”, while the two Italian ones have been selected within the 

boundaries of the most famous virtual LEGO community in Italy (ItLug).  All the 

members have been chosen for their activism in the community and their high 

product involvement. Further, we have chosen them as they belong to different age2 

and professional3 groups: this aspect allows us to not focus on a single segment and 

to have a more complete vision of the phenomenon. 

All the demographic information have been found on the members’ profiles on the 

virtual communities, while the information relative to their activism and their product 

involvement have been collected analyzing for a couple of days their activities on the 

online communities. 

Contacted by emails, all the members proved to be enthusiastic to share their 

experiences. The interviews have been conducted on the telephone or face-to-face 

and they lasted about 45 minutes each.  

 

The interview with Tormod Askildsen, head of LEGO community development, has 

been conducted on the telephone and it lasted 1 hour. 

 

3.4.2  Quantitative method 

 

The survey that we have developed is made of 33 questions. In particular, it can be 

divided into 4 main areas: 

• The first area (questions from n°1 to n°6) is related to LEGO and the aim is to 

understand the product involvement and how the company is perceived by the 

                                                        
1 Y., Antorini (2007) “Brand community innovation: an intrinsic case study of the Adults Fan of LEGO 
Community” – Department of intercultural communication and management, Copenhagen Business 
School 
2  The interviewees are respectively 24, 31, 39 and 47 years old. 
3 They are respectively a student of engineering, a web-designer, a clerk and a clothing store owner. 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members; 

• The second area (questions from n°7 to n° 16) investigates the aspects 

concerning the community; 

• The third area (questions from n°17 to n° 27) studies the innovation activities 

that are performed by the members in the communities; 

• The fourth area (questions from n°28 to n°33) includes the socio-demographic 

questions. 

The survey has been posted on the main virtual LEGO communities and, thanks to 

this, we have collected 154 valid respondents. In particular, the respondents are 

above all males (89,6%), between 26 and 48 years old (72,1%), and with a high level 

of education (70% of the respondents has a bachelor or a master degree). 
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4. The LEGO case 

 

 
The name LEGO is derived from the Danish Leg Godt meaning play well. Later on 

it's realized that in Latin the word means I study or I put together; an ironic 

coincidence that follows the toy through the decades. 

LEGO has its origins in small wooden toys created by a carpenter in Denmark.  

The first plastic bricks were produced by the LEGO Group in 1949: developed in the 

spirit of the earlier wooden bricks, they could be stacked upon one another and 

interlocked. 

However, it was only nine years later, in 1958 that the current brick design was 

developed, built on the concept of the LEGO System. This was based on a system of 

creative play, replacing the earlier Automatic Binding Bricks: the interlocking 

characteristic of the plastic bricks was vastly improved, as was their versatility. 

As the years go on more and more developments add to the versatility and strength 

of the LEGO block. Cellulose acetate is replaced by acrylonitrile butadeine stryrene 

(ABS) in 1963 - making the new bricks brighter with better colour quality and stronger 

for a longer life in toy boxes everywhere. 

In 1967 LEGO released the DUPLO brand - a larger version of the familiar block but 

for children under five years old. In 1969 it is released internationally and takes off 

like a rocket as parents everywhere take advantage of the opportunity to let their 

children play with the safe and creative toys. 

Since it began producing plastic bricks, the LEGO Group has released thousands of 

play sets themed around a variety of topics. Examples include, but are not limited to, 

town and city, space, robots, pirates, vikings, the middle ages, dinosaurs, holiday 

locations, scuba diving and undersea exploration, the wild west, the Arctic, airports, 

miners, Star Wars, Batman, Sponge Bob Square Pants, Avatar: The Last Airbender, 

Harry Potter, Indiana Jones and Speed Racer. New elements are often released 

along with new sets. There are also LEGO sets designed to appeal to young girls 

such as the Clikits line that consists of small interlocking parts that are meant to 
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encourage creativity and arts and crafts, much like regular LEGO bricks. Clikit pieces 

can interlock with regular LEGO bricks as decorative elements. 

 

The LEGO Group is one of the groups in the world with the highest sales amounting 

and has a customer base consisting of more than 400 million people. 

But despite the huge loyalty that LEGO products command and the passion that it 

inspires, the LEGO Group is struggling commercially.  

Toys are seen as matured markets all over the world. In particular, the market for 

traditional toy blocks has been encroached upon by TV games and PC games, and 

has been in an increasingly declining trend: LEGO is so competing not just with 

similar products of other companies, but with other instruments of diversion and 

distraction.  

Today the world’s oldest and most successful toy company, that has spawned 

everything from fan clubs to theme parks, is so struggling to stay alive.   

 

The LEGO Group’s strategy has always been to come up with ever more offerings no 

longer confined to just toys: LEGO has constantly tried to innovate, not as much in 

the product per se, but in exploring the myriad applications that the interlocking brick 

permits. 

What LEGO ventured to start in the last years to stay alive is the involvement of its 

customers in the development of new products. 

LEGO is so leading the way in tapping the consumers for innovation. 

 

Recent trends suggest that LEGO is an excellent illustration of what von Hippel 

(2005) calls user-led innovation.  As quoted in an article from the New York Times, 

entitled “To Charge Up Customers, Put Customers in Charge” (18th June, 2006): 

 

It’s getting cheaper and cheaper for users to innovate on their own. This is 

not traditional market research – asking customers what they want. This is 

identifying what your most advanced users are already doing and 

understanding what their innovations mean for the future of your business. 
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A very interesting example of how LEGO decided to innovate somehow its product 

by interacting with its audience via the Internet and to tap the creativity in a customer 

database can be found on its official website, in particular a section called LEGO 

Factory. 

Here the consumers (children and other building enthusiasts) can download the 

software LEGO Digital Designer (Fig. 4.1): it is tool that allows anybody to design 

anything based on LEGO’s bricks and then order the bricks that have been used to 

really construct the virtual designs.  

Consumers’ ideas are then uploaded on the LEGO website and everything can see 

them and vote their favourite ones. The creations that are most voted can then be 

officially commercialized by the LEGO Group. 

The winning designed models are not only produced and featured in Shop@Home, 

but also allow their designers to receive a 5% royalty on each set sold. 

 

 
 

Another interesting example of the new role of customers in the LEGO innovation 

process happened with LEGO Mindstorms.  

User based innovation has in fact had a pivotal role in the 2006 release of the 

Mindstorms NXT robotic kit (Fig. 4.2).  

When Mindstorms made its debut in 1998, marketing officials were surprised to 

discover that the robotic toys were popular not only with teens, but also with adult 

hobbyists eager to improve on them. Within three weeks of their release, user groups 

had sprung up, and tinkerers had reverse-engineered and reprogrammed sensors, 

motors, and controller devices at the heart of the Mindstorms robotic system – and 
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sent their suggestions to LEGO. The company, at first uncertain about how to 

respond, threatened to launch lawsuits. When users rebelled, however, LEGO finally 

came around and eventually created a Web site where customer can co-create 

products. Now each time a customer develops and posts an application for 

Mindstorms, the toys become more valuable. 

 

Michale McNally, LEGO's senior brand-relations manager, about the role of 

consumers, said: 

 
We realized that innovation could really come from the people who are using 

our product every single day of their lives. 

 

 

  

4.1  The coming of the Internet and the Adult Fans of LEGO  

 

In cyberspace, LEGO users of all ages are jointly exploring the potential of LEGO 

products across time, space, language and cultures. On LEGO.com enthusiastic 

LEGO users play games, exchange ideas and share their finest creations with each 
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other and the LEGO Group. The dialogue among LEGO users goes far beyond the 

realm of the LEGO Group. Hundreds of virtual LEGO communities have emerged 

autonomously.  

Through the communities, physical as well as virtual, the LEGO Group engages in a 

daily dialogue with LEGO users all over the world, helping the company to achieve its 

ambition of getting even closer to its consumers in the future.  

  

As we have already said, LEGO has always been to come up with even more 

offerings no longer confined to just children toys. 

Even if children are, without any doubts, the core target of the LEGO Group, and 

even if the main aim of various events (e.g. The FIRST LEGO League), activities 

(e.g. LEGO Education) and virtual tools (e.g. LEGO Digital Designer), is to involve 

them and stimulate their creativity, we focus our attention on another important 

LEGO target: the Adult Fans of LEGO (AFOLs), that is LEGO lovers who have in 

common the fact that they have come of age. 

Viewed as a “shadow market” for a long period, AFOLs are now one of the groups 

whose LEGO purchase per year is the highest one (over the 48% of the respondents 

to our online survey has declared to spend more than $1000 in LEGO products per 

year): it is estimated that as much as 10 % of its revenue is for adult projects, many 

of which are the works of hobbyists, while a good deal are now the bricks of more 

serious endeavours. 

It's nearly impossible to say for sure how many AFOLs there are worldwide today, but 

it is estimated there are tens of thousands of active participants who make 

themselves known as adult LEGO enthusiasts.  Of course, there are countless 

"sleepers," people who build here and there, but haven't thought, "I wonder if there is 

other adult Lego lover out there like me."  

 

Before the Internet AFOls had a hard time finding one another and they used to 

cultivate their passion almost secretly, as they were afraid of not being understood 

being LEGO a children toy. 

The Internet has created an incredible rise to Lego fans looking to connect and 

discover. The Internet allows them to connect across time and distance in a way 
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previously inconceivable. 

Today, aware of not being alone, AFOLs have given life to many websites, groups, 

forums, blogs, and above all virtual communities. 

Antorini (2007), in particular, plots AFOLs’ organizations that spread after the coming 

of Internet on two dimensions: an online/offline dimension and a broad/focused 

orientation (Fig. 4.3). 

All these tools allow AFOLs to know each other, share ideas and experiences, 

organize offline events and even take part in the co-creation of new LEGO products.  

One of the members we had interviewed, talking about his passion, said: 

 

Taken by the overwhelming passion for the LEGO Mindstorms, I begin to 

build robots, rather rudimentary first, then gradually more sophisticated. 

Simultaneously on the Internet I look for any news on this, and I soon 

discover LUGNET and its active community of dedicated to robotics 

lugnet.robotics. The atmosphere in this group is exciting: it seems that for 

thousands of people around the world the LEGO kit was the beginning of a 

new passion. Many are dedicated to building mans and vehicles of all kinds, 

but there are also people with programming experience who dream of 

replacing the software provided by LEGO with something more powerful. 

 

Towards the end of 1999, Brad Justus, Senior Vice President and head of the newly 

established LEGO Direct division, was given permission by the Lugnet administrators 

to post the LEGO Group’s first official message to AFOLs. The post said: 

 

To LEGO enthusiasts everywhere: 

[…] With this missive, the LEGO Group asks to open a dialogue with you, 

our consumers. Whatever you are an AFOL, or a parent purchasing first 

DUPLO set […]. Here are some words that should gladden your hearts: We 

are listening. And more than that, we will endeavour to be very responsive to 

your needs and desires. We want to have the best possible relationships 

with all of you who want to have a relationship with us. That is what LEGO 

Direct – our new direct-to-you communications and commerce channel 
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(which I am heading) is all about.  EGO Direct embraces all the company’s 

direct-to-consumer efforts on a global basis, both on- and off-line: 

Shop@Home, our Internet presences, e-commerce, LEGO clubs worldwide, 

community building activities, and more. […] 

As a first step, we at LEGO Direct want to participate actively in these 

newsgroups from now on – that is, if such participation is something that you 

want. […] 

We want to be a company with whom you want to be involved. We want to 

be the company you’d like us to be. And to do that, we need your input. 

What do you love? What do you hate? How can we help you? Tell us – we 

want your input. We know you’ve got a lot to say – we’ve been reading your 

postings for a little while now. We are very encouraged by the commitment 

and intensity of the LEGO community online – and that includes AFOLs. […]  

We cannot tell you how excited we are to be working with you all. We hope 

you are equally encouraged by the renewed commitment we are making to 

you. We look forward to a very rewarding collaboration. 

[…] 

 

With the post, besides introducing the new business unit, Brad Justus intended 

to bring an end to the otherwise frustrating and bitter years where AFOLs had 

been rejected by the LEGO Group who wanted no contact with them. Because of 

AFOLs’ older age, compared to the children the LEGO Group was otherwise 

targeting with their products and marketing activities, they had not been 

acknowledged as “real” customers by the LEGO Group. Instead, AFOLs were 

internally referred to as a “shadow market”. 
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4.1.1 The AFOLs’ virtual communities 

  

When we asked Tormod Askildsen, head of LEGO community development, how 

many virtual communities there are, he said: 

 

This is a tricky question as it depends on how you define a “community”. The 

definition we use is very much based on whether a group of users consider 

themselves to be a LEGO User Group. Last year when we asked for 

nominations to the LEGO Ambassador program, we received nominations 

from 55 LEGO User Groups (LUGs).   
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The LEGO virtual communities created during the last years by AFOLs are 

numerous: some ones are official, while others are not.  

The most famous are LUGnet (33,8% of the respondents), Brinklink (22,7%), 

Eurobricks (16,9%), Classic-castle (11,7%), Brickshelf (11%) and Mocpages (6,5 %). 

In particular, over the years, the site LUGnet.com has assumed a central importance, 

becoming the reference site for fans and the start point for a complete LEGO 

experience featuring many links that refer to all possible facets of the LEGO world. 

After the birth of LUGnet, has been observed the spread of LUG at national level: this 

has allowed the participation of those who did not have sufficient mastery of English 

to navigate the mother site; further, getting people in touch in a localized single 

country, it has encouraged the organization of and participation in offline events. 

One of the two Italian members that we have interviewed said about the Italian 

community of LUGnet (ItLUG): 

 

ItLUG represents perfectly the typology of community more or less virtual 

made possible by the advent of the Internet. It does not have a home, does 

not belong to a recognized association, has no administrative or official 

representatives. It has a website and a newsgroup, the true essence of the 

group, the place where they exchange ideas and information, and where the 

events are planned. These events, called Legofest, are nothing more than 

informal gatherings that meet our desire to even meet in person and show 

our mutual achievements! 

 

4.2 LEGO and its virtual communities: things to ponder  

 

LEGO has made use of its virtual communities in the last years and perfectly knows 

their importance, but a deeper analysis could help it. 

Trying to better understand who enters in the communities, the reasons behind this 

choice, the way of interacting between the members, etc., could provide LEGO with 

important knowledge and suggestions to improve the co-creation process with its 

virtual communities members. 
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5. Results 

 
 

In the following subsections we show the results of this research.  

As it has been explained in the preceding paragraphs, the focus is on the theme of 

co-creation between a company and its consumers in the virtual brand communities.  

In order to reveal the dynamics and desired mechanisms, we tried to understand the 

phenomenon both from the company’s point of view, thanks to Tormod Askildsen, 

head of LEGO community development, and the adult members’ of the community 

one, through interviews to active community and an online survey posted on the main 

virtual communities websites. 

 

5.1  LEGO is more than a hobby  

 

Being LEGO officially born as a product designed for children, we tried to understand 

what LEGO is for adult consumers before focusing on the core of our research. 

The level of product involvement influences the benefits that are sought in the co-

creation process in the community and, consequently, the level of participation 

(Nambisan, 2007). 

 

The interviewees have declared that considering LEGO just a hobby would be 

demeaning as it is not a way to spend their free time, but a passion, a way to express 

their creativity.  

In particular, an interviewee has declared: 

 

A lot of people don’t understand what LEGO is for me. They think that it’s 

just a child’s memory, a stupid hobby. But it’s not. 

For me, LEGO is a way to illustrate the ideas and stories I have in my head. 

In my house I have even a room dedicated to this passion, where I can find 

inspiration (Fig. 5.1) 
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A really high involvement leads even to consider LEGO as a work, a source of 

revenue, or at least a future job opportunity: 

 

Since I returned in the LEGO world (buying the MINDSTORMS RIS 2.0) 

when I was 18 years old, LEGO has become more and more a passion. 

After having become first a member of the Mindstorms Developer Program 

(MDP) and then a Mindstorms Community Partner 1, 2 and 3, I became, I 

could say, an "expert".  

I hope it can become a job after graduation. 

 

As Antorini (2007) has noticed, compare to “regular” consumers, it characterizes 

AFOLs, no matter their more LEGO specific interests, that they generally hold deeper 

and more elaborate understandings of the LEGO hobby. Thus, whereas “regular” 
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consumers see a child’s toy, because of their extensive experiences with the brand 

and their profound engagement and knowledge of the LEGO hobby, AFOLs see a 

multi-faceted complex, and deep hobby that allows for unlimited creative self-

expression (the 60,5 % of the respondents to our online survey has declared that 

LEGO is even a way to express their creativity). 

 

In our online survey, to measure the product involvement for virtual community 

members, we have not only asked them “What is LEGO” (Appendix n.1 - Fig. 5.2), 

but we have also used a 5-items existing scale from Novak et al. (2000). The scale 

has a reliability pc of .880. 

In particular, the items were: 

• “LEGO product is important”; 

• “LEGO is relevant”; 

• “LEGO means a lot to me”; 

• “LEGO matters to me”; 

• “LEGO is of concern to me”. 

 

We measured the items using a 5-point Likert scale, anchored by 1=”strongly 

disagree” and 5=”strongly agree”. 

As we can see from the Appendix n.1 - Fig. 5.3, the majority of the respondents 

agrees or strongly agrees with the proposed items showing a high product 

involvement. 

 
Considering the high product involvement of the AFOLs, we have tried to understand 

if it is somehow correlated to their Attitude towards the firm. 

The customers’ attitude has been measured in our online survey using a 6-items 

existing scale from the Marketing Scales Handbook (Bruner and Hensel, 1992). The 

included items relate to customers’ perception of the firm as quality-conscious, 

having a distinctive image, impressive, customer-friendly, and so on. The scale has a 

reliability pc of .782. 

We measured the items using a 5-point Likert scale, anchored by 1=”strongly 

disagree” and 5=”strongly agree”. 
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As we can see from the Appendix n.1 - Fig. 5.4, the majority of the respondents 

agrees or strongly agrees with the proposed items showing a positive attitude 

towards the LEGO Group. 

 

Considering in detail the proposed items, we can affirm without any doubts that the 

LEGO Group has been able to build a strong and distinctive image over the years. 

Further, it has proved to look out for the quality of its products: an aspect that is really 

important considering that LEGO is first of all a children toy, but also important for 

adults who otherwise wouldn’t spend a lot of money for a product without quality. 

Another aspect to take into consideration is that the LEGO Group is seen as 

customer friendly. This is very important for two reasons: firstly, it means that in the 

last 10 years it has been able to build a relationship with its adult consumers, and 

secondly, it is a good starting point to go on involving them to co-create products and 

value. 

 

Another important aspect to take into consideration is that the two scales we have 

just talked about (Product involvement and Attitude towards the firm) come out of 

being positive correlated. In particular, the correlation is significant at the 0,01 level 

(2–tailed).  

This positive correlation supports the positive results we had for both the two scales 

and leads us up to further considerations. For example, the LEGO Group has to pay 

attention to not disappoint its customers: if it happened, their product involvement 

could decrease and consequently they could be less participative in the co-creation 

process. 

 

5.2  Virtual LEGO community members: motivation and identification 

 

The interviewees have declared that becoming members of a virtual community has 

been a natural step to spend time with people who have the same passion and to 

share their ideas and projects in order to get inspiration for new products. 

 
Why am I member of (name of the virtual community)? Because I need to 

share new ideas, new creations…and in general for the dissemination of 



 

  63 

knowledge about LEGO (construction, programming and electronic 

techniques). Currently it also serves to promote my book "Creating Cool 

MINDSTORMS NXT Robots”. 

 

In this context it is important to stress the importance of knowledge sharing. AFOLs 

don’t usually use the LEGO products as they are originally sold, but they tend to 

develop their own design models. The possibility to have a place where they can 

share their ideas, but above all their techniques is so really important to share and 

create new knowledge and so to solve problems and get inspired. 

Other motivations that are emerged from the interviews are the possibilities of having 

news about LEGO and of getting in touch with the LEGO Group thanks, for example, 

to the LEGO Ambassador figure.  

Before the coming the Internet, as we have already said, AFOLs couldn’t easily get in 

touch one another, but above all they were not considered and involved by the LEGO 

Group.  

An interviewee said it was a very constraining factor: 

 

I would have liked to contact it (the LEGO Group) to share my ideas with 

them…but it was almost impossible, and actually, being no more a child, I 

felt even ridiculous. I didn’t know if they cared about adult’s opinions.   

 

In the Appendix n.1 - Fig. 5.5 there are other motivations expressed by AFOLs in our 

online surveys. 

In particular, the answer “Other” includes above all the possibility to gain feedback on 

own creations and to get inspired by other members’ ideas. Both the answers stress 

once again the importance of knowledge sharing that allows the creation of new 

products. 

 

Another aspect that is really important to analyze in the community context is the 

consumer’s level of identification with the online community that is how closely the 

customer perceived other community members are similar to him, think like him, and 

so on. 
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About this, Nambisan (2007) shows how the level of identification with the community 

influences the benefits that are sought by its members and, consequently, the level of 

participation of the latter ones in the product support and creation in the community. 

Customers’ level of identification was measured in the online survey using an existing 

5-item scale from Choi (2000) and Biocca et al. (2002) (Appendix n.1 - Fig. 5.6). The 

scale has a reliability pc of .883.   

In particular, the items were: 

• “The other members think like me”; 

• “The other members are similar to me”; 

• “The other members are like me”; 

• “The other members behave like me”; 

• “The other members could be my friends”. 

 

We measured the items using a 5-point Likert scale, anchored by 1=”strongly 

disagree” and 5=”strongly agree”. 

In the Appendix n.1 - Fig. 5.6 we can see that the majority of the respondents thinks 

that the other members of their favourite community think like them and that they 

could be their friends, while they are more uncertain about the other items.  In fact, 

many respondents don’t know if the other members are similar to them, if they are 

like them and if they behave like them. This uncertainty can be due to the fact that in 

the community there are people with different ages, professions and life experiences. 

They have in common is a passion, but they are not completely the same. These 

differences within the same community are an important source of knowledge to 

create new products: different people have in fact different knowledge.  

 

After having conducting a correlation analysis between the “Identification with the 

community” scale and the “Product involvement” and “Attitude towards the firm” 

ones, that we have previously took into consideration, we can affirm that everyone is 

positively correlated with the others. In particular, every correlation is significant at 

the 0,01 level (2-tailed). 
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5.2.1 A deeper inside into the online survey 

 

Though the core of our analysis is based on the in-depth interviews that we have 

conducted, the data collected through the online survey can give rise to further 

remarks. 

In particular, we have tried to understand if the respondents to our survey can be 

somehow classified into more or less homogeneous groups. 

To do this, we have firstly conducted a factor analysis on the 45 items related to the 

questions n. 2 - 3 - 10 - 11 - 12 - 15 of our online survey. The used statistical 

software is SPSS 17.0. 

After various attempts, the best solution has identified 11 components (Appendix 

n°3). This result has been achieved using the Principal Component Analysis as 

extraction method and choosing Equamax as rotation method. 

In particular, the analysis has been accepted for the following reasons: 

• Every variables has a good communality value  the communalities are in 

fact from 0,505 and 0,884; 

• The 11 macro-items explain the 75,3 % of the global variance;  

• The components are coherent and they can be easily understood. 

Respectively we have named them as follows: 

- Factor 1  Customers’ affective evaluation of interactive experience; 

- Factor 2  Identification with the community; 

- Factor 3  Social commitment and benefits; 

- Factor 4  Product involvement; 

- Factor 5  Personal integrative benefits; 

- Factor 6  Hedonic benefits; 

- Factor 7  Perceived community value (i.e. the degree to which 

members believe the benefits they seek is consistent with the online 

community’s stated value (Kim, 2000)); 

- Factor 8  Recognition for contribution; 

- Factor 9  Perceived trust in the community; 

- Factor 10  Attitude towards the firm due to personal feelings; 

- Factor 11  Attitude towards the firm due to its official image. 
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It is interesting to notice that the factors 2 and 4 correspond to the two of the three 

scales that we considered in the previous paragraphs. 

Therefore, on these emerged factors, we have conducted a cluster analysis to try to 

identify coherent and consistent groups within the respondents to our survey. 

After various attempts and after having removed 2 outliers from the database we 

have achieved a good solution that classifies our respondents into 4 clusters 

(Appendix n°4). 

Respectively, the clusters comprise: 

• Cluster 1  24 respondents; 

• Cluster 2  66 respondents; 

• Cluster 3  27 respondents; 

• Cluster 4  35 respondents; 

 

As we can see from the Appendix n.1 - Fig. 5.7, every factor shows a perfect 

significance and good F test, with the exception of the Recognition for contribution 

factor.  

 

The factors that have influenced most the definition of the clusters are respectively: 

“Perceived trust in the community”, “Personal integrative benefits”, “Customers’ 

affective evaluation of interactive experience”, “Hedonic benefits”, “Attitude towards 

the firm due to personal feelings” and “Perceived community value”. 

 

The final cluster centres table (Appendix n.1 - Fig. 5.8) allows us to better understand 

how the resulting clusters differ one from the others in relation to the 11 macro-items, 

and in particular in relation to the more differentiating ones. 

The cluster 1 includes the customers who: 

• Have a high product involvement and think that the LEGO Group is reputed 

and quality conscious (Factor 11); 

• Derive hedonic and personal integrative benefits and not social ones from 

their participation in virtual communities; 
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• Don’t trust in the community, maybe because their last interaction experiences 

haven’t been pleasant.  These negative interactions could also explain the 

negative attitude towards the firm due to personal feelings (Factor 10). 

The cluster 2 is the more numerous and is characterized by those customers who are 

really involved in the virtual community. In particular, even if they have no a high 

product involvement, they identify themselves with the community and they believe in 

it. In general, they derive personal and social benefits interacting positively in the 

virtual community. In their online experiences it’s not the hedonic side to be relevant, 

but the community and social one. 

The customers who belong to the cluster 3: 

• Think that the community’s stated value is not consistent with what they look 

for, even if they trust in the community; 

• Derive hedonic benefits, but not personal or social integrative benefits from 

their online interactions; 

• Have a positive attitude towards the Group due to their positive feelings and 

product involvement, while it turns to be negative considering more concrete 

aspects. 

Finally, concerning the last cluster we can say that it is pretty controversial. It 

includes customers who, even if they don’t identify themselves with the other 

members and do not trust in the community, think that the benefits are coherent with 

the online community’s stated ones and have in general a positive attitude towards 

the firms. Further they do not derive particular personal integrative or hedonic 

benefits from their interactions, even if they are positive.  

 

None aspects in relation to socio-demographic variables, the use of the Internet and 

the innovation activities seems to characterize the single clusters.  

 

5.3 Virtual LEGO community members as innovators 

 

In the observed context of the virtual communities the LEGO product itself, like so it 

is commercialized by the LEGO Group to meet its core target, is not considered as 

an ended product. The adult members think that their needs can’t be fully satisfied by 
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the company’s offer: they need to come into play and go on to fulfil the unsatisfied 

needs by themselves. 

Within the community the members used to divide their solutions in two main groups: 

 

We don’t use words such as innovation or new product. We use the word 

MOC (My Own Creation) for our own designs, and the word MOD (My Own 

Design) for LEGO design which we re-do to a version similar but with some 

redesigns. 

 

Ii is important to notice that the core LEGO product (i.e. the LEGO brick) remains 

always the same: what we call innovation is about new brick configurations/designs 

or building techniques.  

 

If you mean Lego components, that are "pieces", no…I’ve never developed 

anything. But, like many others, I have developed specific solutions or 

programs for LEGO Mindstorms. 

 

In particular, Antorini (2007) organized AFOL innovations into four overall categories: 

• Play themes  a set of different LEGO models which together make up a 

coherent theme; 

• Building techniques  new ways of combining or building with LEGO 

elements; 

• Computer/Internet related add-ons, extras, programs, or websites  these 

innovations have a technological dimension to them and involve software and 

programming skills; 

• Physical or aesthetic add-ons and/or extras  a type of innovation that 

physically or aesthetically added to, or provided extra solutions to the LEGO 

hobby (e.g. battery/solar motors for use in trains/cars/robots, clothing for 

LEGO mini-figures,…); 

 

Some time ago I developed some homemade sensors that are compatible 

with the RCX: an infrared proximity sensor and a multiplexer for engines 
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and one for sensors. 

 

Over the 60% of the respondents to our online survey has declared to have 

developed one or more things that correspond to one or more of the four 

aforementioned Antorini’s categories. 

In the Appendix n.1 - Fig. 5.9 we can easily see the results of the online survey. In 

“Others” the respondents include above all computer games related to LEGO sets. 

 

Comparing our online survey’s level of innovative respondents with other empirical 

studies described in the user innovation literature, these studies have shown that 

“between 10-40% of users typically engage in the development and modification of 

products” (Franke and Shah, 2003; Lüthje, 2004; von Hippel, 2005; Jeppesen and 

Freeiksen, 2006). In other words, the number of innovative members corresponds to 

findings from other user innovation studies. 

Antorini (2005) notices that, though all the user-led innovations have an indirect 

positive impact on the LEGO brand, some of them have even directly inspired the 

company innovations (e.g. LEGO Vikings, LEGO Mindstorms, etc.). 

 

Tormod Askildsen told us that over the years the LEGO Group has always received 

unsolicited ideas from consumers, but, based on analysis, the vast majority of these 

ideas did not any significant value. Further, from a legal perspective they can’t use a 

consumer idea without a legal agreement with the person who submits the idea. 

 

…so our general rule is not to accept unsolicited consumer ideas, but, in 

order to tap into consumers’ knowledge, to work with AFOL lead users.  

 

After having analyzed the relevance of the innovations led by community members, 

we have tried to understand what motives them to innovate. 

Through our interviews and our online survey it’s emerged that the community 

members tend to innovate because: 

• It’s a way to express their creativity (83% of the “innovator” respondents); 
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I’d have liked to be an engineer or an architect…developing new 

products I can somehow realize my dreams and express my idea. 

 

• It is a rewarding feeling (72%); 

• It’s a funny activity (85%); 

• LEGO, being focused above all on the children target, doesn’t offer them 

what they look for (22%); 

 

I have built to test my electronic ability, but mainly because there were 

no official LEGO products for such purposes. 

 

To sum up, virtual community members innovate not only to satisfy needs related to 

product functionality and performance, but also social needs. 

 

.5.3.1 The Web-tools used to innovate 

 

The community members often use web-tools to develop their ideas. 

In fact, the Internet has not only offered AFOLs the possibility to get in touch and 

create virtual communities, but it has also makes available web-tools that can be 

really useful to design new products.  

For example, as we have previously said, The LEGO Group offers to their customers 

the possibility of using the LEGO Digital Design. 

 

Web-tools such as open-software and design toolkits are really important to help 

customers to put into practice their ideas. 

An interviewee has declared: 

I usually use LDRAW tools…they are amazing! I can see my ideas in 3D 

even if I’m not an expert engineer… 

 

The 41% of the respondents to our online survey has declared to use Web-tools to 

innovate.  

The tools that are used most are MLCad, LDraw, LCad and LDD (i.e. the official 
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LEGO Digital Designer). 

Further, the 38% of the respondents has said that the LEGO Group should create 

new Web-tools to support their innovation activity. 

 

5.3.2 Innovator and non-innovator members 

 

The virtual LEGO communities haven’t a hierarchical structure: the only defined roles 

are the Webmaster and the LEGO Ambassador. 

Obviously within the LEGO communities some members are more innovator than 

others, however, unlike other virtual communities, no one is perceived to be better 

than the others. 

When we asked one of the interviewees how he considered non-innovator members 

he said: 

 

Who does not invent new things will have less fantasy, but he is not mocked 

or considered less passionate! Further everyone has its own expertise field: 

perhaps there are those who have huge collections and simply buy and fit up 

with official bricks, others are dedicated to the software side, but not the 

major mechanical, others develop brilliant mechanical solutions, but are not 

great programmers. 

 

The virtual LEGO community is so characterized by the fact that no one is perceived 

to be more “right” or “wrong” in their use of LEGO products or in their innovation 

activities. 

Another aspect that clearly shows the good relationships between community 

members is the fact that they tend to share their ideas within the community and to 

even develop MOCs together. 

When an idea is inspired by someone else, it’s however required to acknowledge it t 

be fair. 

Often members come out with new ideas, but they have no time to develop them. 

Sharing them allows anyone to not stop the creation process, and to co-create. 
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5.4  Collaborative innovation mechanisms 

 

As it’s been introduced in the literature review, collaborative innovation is the 

collaboration that is enabled by companies to support the development of new 

concept of product through the integration of consumers’ experience and knowledge.  

The Internet highly supports this collaboration as it enables the use of various online 

collaborative tools. 

Before trying to understand which collaborative mechanisms are the most used in the 

co-creation process between the LEGO Group and the members of virtual LEGO 

communities, we have checked which of the Web-tools identified by Prandelli, 

Verona and Raccagni (2006) are effectively used in the studied context.  

 

The LEGO Group, in particular, involves the members above all in the first phase of 

the new product development process (i.e. Idea Generation phase) and in the last 

one (i.e. Market Launch phase). 

The online tools designed to support these phases are easy to use. Further, they are 

well accepted by members of communities characterized by a high product 

involvement: over the 50% of the respondents to our online survey uses these tools 

on his own accord. This strategy has been confirmed by the results of our online 

survey (Appendix n.1 - Fig. 5.10). 

Consumers take part in these activities above all because of their personal passion, 

their high product involvement and their strong attitude towards the firms. In fact, 

even if they are often unconscious of being involved in the co-development of 

products through these activities (88,3% of the respondents although actually the 

79,2% has taken part in collaborative innovation mechanisms), they participate 

because they are proposed by the LEGO Group. 

In the other NPD phases, community members say that it’s more difficult for them to 

be active. On rare occasions the company involves them and it does so by invitation, 

secretly and in exchange for an NDA (Non Disclosure Agreement). 

 

Personally I have been involved only once, I was part of a group of 12 

people from around the world who participated in the final design phase and 
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then in the testing phase of the Mindstorms NXT product. 

 

The involvement in the phases of Idea Selection, Product Design and Product Test is 

so restricted to specific and selected virtual community members, the ones that, in 

our literature review, we called lead users. 

 

5.4.1 LEGO and the lead users 

 

In this paragraph we better talk about a topic that turned out to be a key topic in the 

interview with Tormod Askildsen: the lead users. 

As we have previously said, virtual communities can be considered as lead users’ 

“habitat”. 

In fact, such environments foster the emergence of lead users as they provide a non-

threatening harbour for members that offers the potential of nurturing knowledge in a 

particular area and encourage community members to share their wants, challenges 

and possible solutions to problems and new applications. 

Therefore, in its virtual environments, even the LEGO Group has discovered the 

possibility to easily get in touch with adult members whose needs will later be 

experienced by many users in that marketplace. 

Lead users are really important, as they tend to be good problem solvers who are not 

afraid to share their solutions online within the community. They are easy to identify 

and their public sharing of solutions allows visitors or community members to assess 

the value of their ideas. Over time, they emerge from within the community.  

In particular, the LEGO Group, to identify the lead users within the online 

communities, conducts focus groups and it also actively recruits and recognizes the 

customers who have proved their innovativeness by designing new products and 

extensions and by sharing their inventions with others in the user community. 

 

For dialoguing with lead users, the company use an online platform called LEGO 

Project Rooms. Here the selected AFOL members are involved in several ad hoc 

“collaboration projects” each year: they work with LEGO Group business units on 

events, publicity, idea generation and building workshops, they take part in online 
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focus groups and virtual concept tests, and they are asked to complete online market 

test. 

In addition to this online platform, lead users are involved in other selected programs 

and activities: 

• The LEGO Ambassador Program  the program, developed to give the 

community a better, more focused voice inside the company, selects some 

community members to become official LEGO Ambassadors. These figures 

can be considered as the supporting bridge between the company and the 

communities. 

As the LEGO Community Team is relatively small and the communities are 

huge, ambassadors acted as a "congress", for lack of a better term. They 

represent the voice of the community into the company, as well as delivering 

news, asking questions from the company, and giving instant feedback to the 

company. 

Therefore, the program is primarily meant to help further the connection 

between company and community. 

• The LEGO Universe Partners (LUPs)  a community of AFOL lead users 

from all over earth that closely partners with LEGO developers on the LEGO 

Universe’s (i.e. a multiplayer online game) content creation. They are directly 

involved (under NDA) in developing the LU experience, and in building 

phenomenal physical and virtual models for LEGO Universe, 

At the recent second annual LUPs event, LEGO Universe’s developers 

hosted nearly 50 LUPs from six countries for four days of fun, learning and 

collaboration. Between playing with massive piles of LEGO bricks and having 

a blast doing building challenges, the LUPs got to learn how to use a digital 

tool that was custom made by LEGO Universe’s developers. 

• LEGO Certified Professionals  it is a community-based program made up of 

talented entrepreneurs who have turned their passion for building and 

creating with LEGO bricks into a full-time or part-time profession. They are 

not LEGO employees, but they are officially recognized by the LEGO Group 

as trusted business partners. 

Each LEGO Certified Professional is selected for the program based on his or 
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her: 

- Building proficiency; 

- Enthusiasm for the LEGO brick and building system; 

- Professional approach towards other LEGO fans and the broader 

public. 

 

The members who take part in these ad hoc activities are not usually paid. They 

decide to participate because they are curious and it’s fun. The main incentives that 

are given by the LEGO Group are above all psychological and motivational and they 

are relating to have possibility to get directly in touch with the LEGO Group and to 

give own opinions, to know new products and information before they are officially on 

the market and to be active in the development of new products.  

 

5.5 LEGO and its virtual communities 

 

The virtual LEGO communities have significantly changed the LEGO Group. Today 

every product line shows some community influence: a stark contrast from 2000 

when the company didn’t have any real connection to adult customers. 

 

To acquire and integrate AFOLs’ knowledge and to stimulate their creativity, in 

addition to the online tools and programs we described in the previous paragraphs, 

the LEGO Group runs several kinds of research projects, both as traditional focus 

group settings and also more sophisticated ethnographic studies, and of course it 

explores the Internet inspiration among publicly available design and building ideas 

posted by users in the communities and blogs. 

Since the coming of Internet and the spread of virtual communities, a lot of things 

have changed even from an organization point of view. 

In 2000, the management of the LEGO Company decided to create a new division 

called LEGO Direct, which will be responsible for all direct sales and marketing 

including the Internet. This business unit, then newly minted Direct-to-Consumer was 

created to help bring the voice of the consumer back to the company in a significant 

way and to understand the benefits for the business overall of connecting with the 
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adult fans. 

Considering the growing importance of the online communities, in 2006, the CEO 

announced a restructuring of the company that put adult and kid's communities as a 

major focus of the company's structure.  

 

Today the relationships between the company and the communities are managed 

through the LEGO Community Development team, which is healed up by Tormod 

Askildsen.  

 

We establish contact and relationships between AFOL Lead users and 

LEGO Group Business units and facilitate collaboration as needed. 

 

The latest online tools to co-create new products with customers is called LEGO 

Cuusoo and it has been co-developed with Elephant design Ltd., a Tokyo based 

design company, who runs Cuusoo.com, an online users community supporting 

product development by promoting user innovation. 

LEGO Cuusoo provides users a unique platform, offering its members various 

opportunities for product development of LEGO products. Users submit their 

proposals online, in which they generate new product ideas or customize existing 

LEGO products. Once a certain item receives 1000 votes by other users, the LEGO 

Group will consider sending it, for manufacturing. When a proposal has been 

selected for production, the selected item proposer will receive royalty payment. 

Generally, the company is showing the affects of remembering that there are real 

people doing real and amazing things with the product that is developed inside the 

four walls. The adult fans, while still representing a small percentage of overall sales, 

help to remind everyone from product designers to marketing folks to manufacturing 

line workers that the product they're creating and selling isn't a toy but a creative 

medium. 
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6. Conclusions 

 
 

Due to many reasons that we have previously described, firms are now facing a new 

context where consumer has taken a new role. In particular, he is no more a passive 

recipient of firms’ strategies, but he takes directly part in the value creation co-

operating with the firms. 

Going by the recent academic literature on the co-creation and the distribute 

innovation phenomenon, we have tried to provide an overall view of how a firm can 

involve its customers in the new product development. In particular, we have looked 

into these phenomena in an online virtual community context, as it offers a lot of 

interaction potentialities, taking into consideration the LEGO world. 

 

Through the interviews and the data collected on the online survey, it resulted that 

customers develop new products because it’s their way to express creativity, not for 

a gainful reason. Further, the high product involvement can be seen as a condition 

sin equa non for becoming innovators.   

The virtual brand communities, being a place where it is possible to spend time with 

people who have the same passion and interest and to share ideas and projects, are 

an ideal context where these customers can get inspiration for new products. 

Considering the model of Nonaka (1995), participants through socialization can 

combine tacit and explicit knowledge, which are shared among all participants, thus 

generating new knowledge.  

The virtual LEGO community that we have studied is also characterized by the fact 

that no one is perceived to be more “right” or “wrong” in their use of the products or in 

their innovation activities. 

 

Interviewing Tormod Askildsen, we had the confirmation that the virtual communities 

have got to be very important. They are a place where the company can tap into 

customer’s knowledge, and where the new collaborative innovation mechanisms can 

be easily activated. 

Furthermore, in these virtual environments, companies have the possibility to easily 
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get in touch with lead users, that is adult members whose needs will later be 

experienced by many users in that marketplace. Therefore, the identified lead users 

are involved in ad hoc programs and activities thanks to which the company can 

better understand the communities and co-create new products. 

 

The insights resulting from our analysis allowed us to draw some guidelines at a 

managerial level. In particular, these guidelines are concerning about how to manage 

these important virtual consumers environments by a company. 

 
6.1 Managerial implications  

 

Today firms have to open their boundaries and collaborate with third parties to create 

new products, new value, and new experiences in order to survive, Therefore, 

considering the importance of the collaboration between a company and its 

customers, being able to manage these relationships in the better way is 

fundamental to co-create value. 

 

Online communities offer companies a number of potential benefits. It must be 

emphasized that effective management is vital to realize those benefits. While there 

are a number of opportunities, they must be handled appropriately or the results will 

be disappointing. 

Such online communities will attract lead users who will be able to communicate their 

knowledge to others, including the firm. As a result, online communities of interest 

can provide specific new product ideas that come directly from knowledgeable users 

and should be accurate and representative.  

 
In the context of the virtual communities, the company plays a particular role as it has 

to be present and absent at the same time. In fact, it has to provide the right tools 

and the right recognitions to those members who innovate, and, in the meanwhile, it 

has to leave them free to show their creativity without any constrictions. 

If the firm takes too active a role, it runs the risk of inhibiting discussion and the 

potential for valuable product information. Any contribution to discussions should be 
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careful to provide useful information, which is either tacitly or explicitly solicited. Trust 

must be built over time, and can be lost quickly if the community sees the interaction 

as being solely self-serving. 

 

Information divulged in the communities can increase the efficiency of the marketing 

transaction as well as the new product development process. Product managers can 

get accurate information to create desirable product and service offers, reducing the 

new product failure rate and increasing chances for success. 

The communities offer the chance for product developers to interact as members 

sharing thoughts or presenting potential product concepts for comment. Firms must 

decide how to handle such information sharing 

Online consumer communities offer the potential of changing the marketing research 

function: they can be a source of exploratory research, concept testing, product 

design, delivery preferences, communication research, and even pricing.  

 
Another important aspect that is emerged more times in our analysis is that the 

possibility to get in touch with the company is very important from a customer’s point 

of view; therefore more contacts between the members and the NPD teams of the 

company should be allowed. 

 

Organizational changes within the company may be necessary. Therefore, managing 

the relationships with the online communities in the proper and more profitable way 

means also that the firms have to create ad hoc professional roles and business 

units. The activities involving information gathering, verification and integration into 

the product development process will require investment of institutional resources. 

The most valuable resource will be personnel. Internal personnel should be assigned 

to monitor or perhaps lead discussion threads. Their findings offer potential benefits 

to the organization. To exploit their value, further changes would also involve 

mechanisms for integrating consumer and lead user preferences in the product 

development process. Without a clear idea of how to exploit the information that 

online communities can provide, companies run the risk of missing opportunities. 

Only in this way, companies can take advantage of these virtual customers 

environments. 
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6.1.1 LEGO and its future 

 

The previous managerial implications were general and addressed to all those 

companies that want to approach a new way to co-create value with their customers. 

In this paragraph, we focus our attention on the LEGO Group, trying to give it some 

advices. 

 

First of all, the most important thing for the virtual LEGO community members is the 

social aspect, linked to the possibility to talk to people who have the same interest, 

and the possibility to get in contact with the LEGO Group that they really esteem.  

For this reason, LEGO has to pay really attention when "builds" or gets in touch with 

new virtual communities: it has to supply the right tools to allow the knowledge 

sharing and it has to show its interest in the communities going on organizing online 

and offline activities and programs.  

 

Further, we suggest LEGO to administrate the online survey to a broader sample in 

order to have the possibility to use more and various statistical analysis. 

Our cluster analysis, even if it is correct from a statistical point of view, cannot give 

any particular insight to the LEGO managers as none of the clusters seems to be 

more “important” than the others. 
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Appendices 

 
Appendix n.1 - Figures 
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Appendix n.2 – The online survey
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Appendix n°3 – Factor analysis 
 

Communalities 

  Extraction 
Question 5: Reputed ,632 

Question 5: Quality conscious ,622 

Question 5: Distinctive image ,731 

Question 5: Impressive ,681 

Question 5: Positive opinion ,642 

Question 5: Customer friendly ,744 

Question 6: LEGO is important to me ,732 

Question 6: LEGO is relevant to me ,656 

Question 6: LEGO means a lot to me ,816 

Question 6: LEGO matters to me ,837 

Question 6: LEGO is of concern to me ,686 

Question 10: I feel more confident about discussion skills that the other members 
of virtual communities 

,717 

Question 10: The members of virtual communities will do everything within their 
capacity to help others 

,679 

Question 10: The community provides a clear purpose of the community ,724 

Question 10: The design of the community site makes it easy for participants to 
know for what purpose the commitment exists 

,792 

Question 10: The community provides a clear message about for whom the 
community exists 

,684 

Question 10: The community provides proper rewards to active members for their 
efforts 

,740 

Question 10: The community provides strong support for various active member 
activities 

,819 

Question 10: The community shows proper gratitude to actively participating 
members 

,767 

Question 10: I have a sense of belonging to the community ,788 

Question 10: I have psychological attachment to the members of the community ,695 

Question 10: I think that exchanging opinion with other members is important ,722 

Question 10: I expect that I will continuously participate in community activities ,746 

Question 11: I expand my personal/social network ,776 

Question 11: I enhance the strength of my affiliation with customer community ,675 

Question 11: I enhance my sense of belongingness with this community ,739 

Question 11: I enhance my status/reputation as product expert in the community ,811 

Question 11: I reinforce my product-related credibility/authority in the community ,844 

Question 11: I derive satisfaction from influencing product usage by other 
customers 

,837 

Question 11: I derive satisfaction from influencing product design &amp; 
development  

,805 

Question 11: I spend some enjoyable and relaxing time ,815 

Question 11: I derive fun and pleasure ,846 

Question 11: I entertain and stimulate my mind ,808 

Question 11: I derive enjoyment from problem.solving, idea generation, and so on ,745 

Question 12: Think like me ,767 

Question 12: Are similar to me ,850 

Question 12: Are like me ,847 

Question 12: Behave like me ,724 

Question 12: Could be my friends ,505 

Question 15: My last interaction was good ,817 

Question 15: My last interaction was happy ,798 

Question 15: My last interaction was pleasant ,850 

Question 15: My last interaction was interested ,739 

Question 15: My last interaction was positive ,884 

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
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Total Variance Explained 

Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings Rotation Sums of Squared Loadings 

Component Total % of Variance Cumulative % Total % of Variance Cumulative % 
1 14,287 32,471 32,471 3,793 8,621 8,621 

2 4,148 9,427 41,898 3,423 7,780 16,401 

3 3,076 6,990 48,888 3,405 7,738 24,139 

4 2,454 5,578 54,466 3,401 7,730 31,868 

5 1,956 4,446 58,912 3,336 7,581 39,449 

6 1,644 3,736 62,648 3,294 7,487 46,937 

7 1,573 3,575 66,223 2,884 6,555 53,492 

8 1,109 2,521 68,744 2,799 6,362 59,854 

9 1,024 2,328 71,072 2,359 5,362 65,215 

10 1,000 2,272 73,345 2,247 5,107 70,323 

11 ,860 1,955 75,300 2,190 4,977 75,300 

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 

 
 

Rotated Component Matrixa 
  Component 
  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

Question 15: My last interaction was pleasant ,833 ,099 ,104 ,178 ,003 ,223 ,064 ,082 ,137 ,103 ,117 

Question 15: My last interaction was positive ,827 ,116 ,061 ,031 -
,023 

,100 ,191 ,079 ,283 ,150 ,158 

Question 15: My last interaction was good ,824 ,074 ,148 ,075 -
,002 

,058 ,181 ,160 ,152 ,125 ,072 

Question 15: My last interaction was happy ,803 ,158 ,098 ,051 ,134 ,176 ,095 ,132 ,072 ,106 ,153 

Question 15: My last interaction was interested ,726 ,061 ,106 ,072 ,088 ,236 ,243 ,134 ,113 ,187 -
,060 

Question 12: Are similar to me ,100 ,875 ,143 ,144 ,022 ,086 ,038 ,066 ,098 ,050 ,091 

Question 12: Are like me ,086 ,841 ,146 ,062 ,210 ,046 ,120 ,091 ,099 ,160 ,054 

Question 12: Think like me ,052 ,739 ,144 ,140 ,185 ,091 ,172 ,087 ,175 ,259 ,009 

Question 12: Behave like me ,129 ,739 ,104 ,091 ,234 ,007 ,192 ,028 ,173 ,016 ,142 

Question 12: Could be my friends ,172 ,422 ,260 ,145 ,262 ,082 ,173 ,104 ,201 -
,198 

,115 

Question 10: I have psychological attachment to the members of the 
community 

,143 ,242 ,654 ,073 ,193 ,070 ,136 ,302 ,104 ,039 -
,138 

Question 11: I expand my personal/social network ,115 ,192 ,639 ,167 ,454 ,163 ,020 ,172 ,142 ,023 -
,078 

Question 11: I enhance my sense of belongingness with this 
community 

,154 ,177 ,606 ,086 ,391 ,189 ,060 ,251 ,218 ,066 -
,051 

Question 11: I enhance my status/reputation as product expert in the 
community 

,105 ,209 ,562 ,089 ,556 ,062 -
,030 

,132 ,288 -
,112 

,072 

Question 11: I enhance the strength of my affiliation with customer 
community 

,162 ,149 ,562 ,188 ,389 ,109 ,082 ,206 ,250 -
,001 

,021 

Question 10: I have a sense of belonging to the community ,149 ,148 ,555 ,049 ,076 ,256 ,325 ,351 ,326 ,166 -
,017 

Question 10: I expect that I will continuously participate in community 
activities 

,102 ,166 ,550 ,162 ,052 ,281 ,243 ,138 ,455 ,083 ,073 

Question 6: LEGO matters to me ,102 ,103 ,113 ,846 ,088 ,103 ,185 ,042 ,077 ,130 ,104 

Question 6: LEGO means a lot to me ,093 ,154 ,071 ,816 -
,075 

,194 ,121 ,020 ,055 ,124 ,190 

Question 6: LEGO is of concern to me ,053 ,077 ,160 ,769 ,098 ,091 ,014 ,193 ,040 ,036 -
,035 

Question 6: LEGO is important to me ,080 ,068 ,081 ,752 ,132 ,095 ,138 ,015 ,114 ,291 ,074 

Question 6: LEGO is relevant to me ,021 ,142 -
,061 

,592 ,316 ,031 ,060 ,124 ,197 ,329 ,120 

Question 11: I derive satisfaction from influencing product usage by 
other customers 

-
,006 

,167 ,084 ,037 ,857 ,117 ,134 ,095 ,147 -
,001 

-
,063 

Question 11: I derive satisfaction from influencing product design 
&amp; development  

,004 ,141 ,159 ,116 ,822 ,138 ,019 ,167 ,153 ,020 ,004 

Question 11: I reinforce my product-related credibility/authority in the 
community 

,023 ,196 ,495 ,116 ,695 ,111 ,097 ,103 ,160 -
,050 

,063 



 

  104 

Question 11: I derive fun and pleasure ,239 ,068 ,112 ,107 ,066 ,844 ,155 ,120 ,037 ,007 ,056 

Question 11: I spend some enjoyable and relaxing time ,149 -
,040 

,085 ,020 ,072 ,797 ,145 ,342 ,029 ,070 -
,020 

Question 11: I entertain and stimulate my mind ,147 ,090 ,238 ,167 ,148 ,764 ,149 ,188 ,058 ,156 ,054 

Question 11: I derive enjoyment from problem.solving, idea generation, 
and so on 

,058 ,105 -
,011 

,197 ,193 ,694 ,129 ,097 ,344 ,168 ,036 

Question 10: The design of the community site makes it easy for 
participants to know for what purpose the commitment exists 

,147 ,115 -
,042 

,092 ,051 ,097 ,801 ,263 ,092 ,089 ,089 

Question 10: The community provides a clear purpose of the 
community 

,131 ,217 ,106 ,115 ,089 ,229 ,689 ,251 ,136 ,121 ,063 

Question 10: The community provides a clear message about for 
whom the community exists 

,221 ,114 ,180 ,151 ,059 ,140 ,657 ,263 ,046 ,034 ,198 

Question 10: The members of virtual communities will do everything 
within their capacity to help others 

,062 ,022 ,033 ,078 ,024 ,126 ,616 ,091 ,488 ,124 -
,096 

Question 10: The community provides strong support for various active 
member activities 

,067 ,018 ,105 ,037 ,097 ,238 ,137 ,830 ,085 ,146 -
,011 

Question 10: The community provides proper rewards to active 
members for their efforts 

,042 ,038 ,131 ,103 ,211 ,082 ,272 ,723 ,193 -
,063 

,138 

Question 10: The community shows proper gratitude to actively 
participating members 

,187 ,077 ,162 ,058 ,011 ,188 ,279 ,712 ,269 ,063 ,015 

Question 10: I feel more confident about discussion skills that the other 
members of virtual communities 

,168 ,124 ,044 -
,012 

,191 -
,074 

,026 ,199 ,764 ,049 ,053 

Question 10: I think that exchanging opinion with other members is 
important 

,121 ,117 ,447 ,159 ,129 ,297 ,283 ,157 ,502 ,010 ,083 

Question 5: Customer friendly ,153 -
,024 

,077 ,133 -
,020 

-
,041 

,024 ,118 ,047 ,810 ,148 

Question 5: Impressive ,008 ,224 -
,163 

,185 -
,046 

,148 ,055 ,077 -
,061 

,642 ,348 

Question 5: Positive opinion ,160 ,054 ,046 ,107 -
,045 

,170 ,106 -
,108 

,131 ,637 ,351 

Question 5: Distinctive image ,030 -
,075 

-
,097 

,116 ,090 ,037 ,009 ,018 -
,041 

,215 ,802 

Question 5: Reputed ,063 ,073 -
,029 

,052 -
,087 

,064 -
,050 

,068 ,199 ,105 ,742 

Question 5: Quality conscious ,083 ,172 ,079 -
,046 

-
,022 

-
,142 

,238 -
,025 

-
,143 

,276 ,635 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

  105 

Appendix n° 4 – Cluster analysis 
 

Iteration Historya 

Change in Cluster Centers 

Iteration 1 2 3 4 
1 4,079 4,206 3,994 4,125 

2 ,422 ,168 ,441 ,331 

3 ,152 ,167 ,285 ,238 

4 ,254 ,054 ,255 ,210 

5 ,173 ,112 ,280 ,140 

6 ,000 ,048 ,118 ,099 

7 ,000 ,076 ,132 ,061 

8 ,000 ,064 ,000 ,106 

9 ,000 ,049 ,000 ,084 

10 ,000 ,082 ,000 ,156 

     
Final Cluster Centers 

  Cluster 
  1 2 3 4 

REGR factor 
score   1 for 
analysis 5 

-,92686 ,24382 -,10682 ,35935 

REGR factor 
score   2 for 
analysis 5 

,07045 ,28166 -,11143 -,55728 

REGR factor 
score   3 for 
analysis 5 

-,26399 ,28531 -,64620 ,25519 

REGR factor 
score   4 for 
analysis 5 

,67174 -,30197 ,22063 -,02933 

REGR factor 
score   5 for 
analysis 5 

,28601 ,50538 -,77420 -,49894 

REGR factor 
score   6 for 
analysis 5 

,69696 -,29683 ,57374 -,26207 

REGR factor 
score   7 for 
analysis 5 

-,04099 -,07778 -,64656 ,66808 

REGR factor 
score   8 for 
analysis 5 

-,03312 ,02762 ,31379 -,14480 

REGR factor 
score   9 for 
analysis 5 

-,28008 ,26145 ,62490 -,85940 

REGR factor 
score  10 for 
analysis 5 

-,76147 -,05134 ,56493 ,29690 

REGR factor 
score  11 for 
analysis 5 

,45844 ,12630 -,53529 -,03316 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ANOVA 



 

  106 

  Cluster Error 
  Mean Square df Mean Square df F Sig. 

REGR factor 
score   1 for 
analysis 5 

9,762 3 ,790 148 12,365 ,000 

REGR factor 
score   2 for 
analysis 5 

5,509 3 ,871 148 6,328 ,000 

REGR factor 
score   3 for 
analysis 5 

6,832 3 ,841 148 8,128 ,000 

REGR factor 
score   4 for 
analysis 5 

6,061 3 ,850 148 7,130 ,000 

REGR factor 
score   5 for 
analysis 5 

14,565 3 ,696 148 20,912 ,000 

REGR factor 
score   6 for 
analysis 5 

9,562 3 ,786 148 12,163 ,000 

REGR factor 
score   7 for 
analysis 5 

9,116 3 ,817 148 11,158 ,000 

REGR factor 
score   8 for 
analysis 5 

1,113 3 ,917 148 1,213 ,307 

REGR factor 
score   9 for 
analysis 5 

14,247 3 ,635 148 22,447 ,000 

REGR factor 
score  10 for 
analysis 5 

8,563 3 ,759 148 11,284 ,000 

REGR factor 
score  11 for 
analysis 5 

4,593 3 ,810 148 5,671 ,001 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 


