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Résumé 
This paper aims at establishing the most important factors that have an impact on users’ 

participation in online communities, once they are already part of a community.  

The research starts with an analysis of the vast available literature on online communities. The 

literature offers many different angles that give interesting insights on participation, users’ 

motivations, and online communities’ dynamics.  

Then the analysis is carried on by an empirical study in two parts. The first part, a qualitative 

analysis, aims at getting a better understanding of the issue through two focus groups held with 

the founders of two online communities. The second, a quantitative analysis, aims at establishing 

the most relevant factors among the ones found in the qualitative study and in the literature, and 

at giving the study a greater validity. A list of 22 items that resulted relevant for participation in 

online communities was created. This list was transformed into statements that were tested 

through a survey administrated to 125 online communities’ users who were randomly selected. 

With the gathered data, a factor analysis was run to reduce the complexity and establish a lower 

number of most relevant factors. The result is a list of seven macro factors that were called social 

participation, technical participation, network of friends, characteristics of the community, 

extras, relationships with others, and interest in the content of the community. They together 

explained about 63% of the total variance, while social motivations represented the major driver 

of users’ participation with about 24% of variance explained. Furthermore, three groups of 

community users were identified through a cluster analysis: the extroverts, the learners, and the 

networkers. Once again the social component is the greatest; extroverts and networkers together 

represent 76% of the sample. 

This study confirms other researches’ findings about the relevance of social interactions in 

online communities, and the growing importance of social networks that have the only objective 

of establishing and maintaining relationships.  
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Introduction 
Online communities have shown to have a great importance in the business world today. They are 

one of the fastest growing segments and offer unprecedented opportunities for companies 

especially for such marketing activities as consumer segmentation, advertising and 

communication. Many companies are investing in this new form of communication creating new 

communities, advertising in non-traditional media and creating new services. 

One of the biggest challenges is how to keep users active and contributing. This is especially 

important in online communities because of their interactive and participative nature. In fact, they 

are alive and thrive out of the voluntary contribution of their members. When a community (a so 

called “identity-based community”) is centered around the interest of the participants in sharing 

information about a specific topic, it is difficult to maintain alive the community in the long term. 

Ewing (2008) shows how in a community the initial interest in the topic evolves with time into 

social motivations, as users become acquainted with each other and they enjoy their company. 

This shift of attitude causes a reduction of the quality and quantity of insightful content.  

Maintaining an active interest is therefore especially important in online communities: without 

sustained motivation to continue to contribute, the community dies.  

Offering a great design and up-to-date content are ways to maintain interest and participation. 

But community members are not just users of a product that is produced by a company; members 

have an active role in the creation of the contents that support the community, and the 

community, after its initial startup, continues to exist because of its members’ active 

participation.  

How can online communities remain alive and avoid decline? What sustains participation and 

involvement of the users in the community, after their initial joining? What is important to users? 

Since members have such a primary role in content creation, how should they be involved to keep 

their community alive? What do they value most, and what can motivate their involvement?  

The literature on online communities offers many different views on these issues, each 

providing significant understanding of some of the above issues. Iriberri and Leroy (2009) 

contribute to the subject by organizing previous researches in life-cycle stages. In their paper they 
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describe four phases in the life of online communities, and for each stage they identify a list of 

success factors. When these factors are sustained the community thrives, otherwise it declines and 

death can occur.  

This research focuses on the maturity phase, when the main objective of online communities is 

no longer to attract new users, but rather to avoid decline. This is aimed at offering an 

understanding of what are the items or factors that have the greatest impact on users’ participation 

and involvement in their online communities in that particular phase of their life cycle. It starts 

from the analysis of the different points of views provided by the literature available on this topic. 

Then it tries to provide a systematic view of the different items identified through an empirical 

study, to reduce the complexity through a factor analysis, and to identify those factors that have 

the greatest impact.  

The next section (“Review of the Literature”) illustrates the current status of the research. 

Subsequently the empirical study is presented, which is made of a qualitative and a quantitative 

study. Details on how the empirical research is conducted can be found in the “Methods” section. 

In the “Results” and “Analysis of the Results” sections the findings of the research and their 

interpretations are shown. “Conclusions” summarizes the contribution of the research. 

Review of the Literature 

A Shift in the Economy 
Vargo and Lusch (2004) describe how the economy is shifting away from tangibles towards 

intangibles, such as skills, information, knowledge, interactivity, connectivity and ongoing 

relationships. As Wenger and Snyder (2000, p. 139) put it, “today’s economy runs on 

knowledge”. Most companies try to capitalize on that through different organizational forms, 

such as cross-functional teams, product-focused business units, work groups, etc. in order to 

capture and spread knowledge. An effective, though less prevalent organizational form, has 

emerged that tries to combine existing structures and improve knowledge sharing: the so-called 

“communities of practice”, defined as “groups of people informally bound together by shared 
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expertise and passion for a joint enterprise” (Wenger and Snyder, p.139). They are different from 

teams, whose members are selected by managers to complete a specific project, in that they are 

self-selected, organize themselves setting their own agendas, and establish their own leaders. The 

value of such communities to the organization is relevant in different ways: they help drive 

strategy, they start new lines of business, they solve problems quickly, they spread best practices, 

they develop professional skills, and they help recruit and retain talents. Managers should 

cultivate these communities, even though it is not their job to manage them. It is the 

management’s task to identify potential communities of practice that will enhance the company’s 

capabilities, provide them with the necessary infrastructure, and assess the value of these 

communities. 

Vargo and Lusch (2004) refer to this new emerging economy as “service-dominant logic”. The 

focus has shifted from the producer to the consumer for the co-creation of value. Marketing 

traditionally focuses on operand resources, primarily goods, where the value is embedded in the 

product, while firms focus on maximum standardization for better efficiency. The service-

centered view perceives marketing as a series of social and economic processes that can be 

continuously improved through a learning process in order to always get better and better at 

serving customers. The focus here is on developing core competencies, knowledge and skills, and 

on cultivating relationships with customers in developing customized value propositions to meet 

their specific needs. It’s a customer-centric and market-driven view, where the value is co-

created, that is jointly developed with the customers. 

Vargo and Lusch (2006) specify that there are two components of value co-creation in the 

service-dominant logic: the co-creation of value, which argues that value can only be created and 

determined by the users in the consumption process and through use, and co-production, which is 

the participation in the creation of the core offering through shared inventiveness, co-design or 

shared production of all partners in the value network. 

Vargo, Maglio and Akaka (2008) define “value” the value in use, which “is always co-created 

jointly and reciprocally, in interactions among providers and beneficiaries through the integration 

of resources and application of competences” (Vargo et al., 2008, p. 146). Knowledge and skills 
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are the key resources, and value results from the beneficial application of these operant resources. 

Thus, value is always co-created in the combined effort of different actors, but it is always 

determined by the beneficiary/customer. In the service-dominant logic, the concept of the 

beneficiary as a value creator is in contrast with the good-dominant-logic concept, where the 

beneficiary is a value destroyer because he “consumes” the good. 

 According to this logic, Vargo and Lusch (2006, 2008) point out how networks and 

interactions assume a central role in value creation because services are created through an actor 

who combines resources accessed in an exchange with other resources. All customers, 

employees, and organizations are operant resources, which are endogenous to the exchange and 

value-creation processes; in this way the “the offerer/customer and supply/demand distinction 

vanishes” (Vargo and Lusch, 2006, p. 286). According to Vargo et al. (2008), there is a shift from 

value as based on units of firm output to value based on processes that integrate resources. Vargo, 

Lusch and Tanniru (2010) specify that the service-dominant logic does not ignore goods but it 

sees them as tools in the service-provision supply chain to the customer; “the role of supply 

chains is to support the customers’ value creating processes with service offerings, either directly 

or through goods” (p. 20). 

According to Vargo et al. (2010) a service-centered view is captured by eight shifts in thinking: 

1. A shift in focus from the creation of goods to the process of serving. 

2. A shift of primacy from tangibles of the firm’s offering to intangibles. 

3. A shift from the consumption of static operand resources to the use and creation of 

dynamic operant resources. 

4. Recognizing the advantage of symmetric rather than asymmetric information. 

5. A shift in communication from propaganda to dialog and conversation. 

6. Understanding that the firm can make value propositions rather than create value. 

7. A shift from transactional to relational exchange. 

8. Emphasis on financial performance for information feedback and learning rather than 

profit maximization. 
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It is important for companies to follow this framework in order to sense changes in consumer 

needs, adjust their service offering and remain responsive. 

Brand Communities 

The shift to the service-dominant logic has put consumers at the center of business processes. 

Customers get more and more involved within the company in order to best serve their needs and 

value their opinions. This has made information and knowledge about customers one of the most 

valued assets for business. As Schau, Muñiz, and Arnould (2009) assert, customers are more than 

just buyers of a product or a service but they participate in the creation of the product too. 

Customers co-create value, co-create competitive strategy, collaborate in the firm innovation 

process, and become an endogenous part of the firm. Products such as primarily-experience 

based, lifestyle based, opposition-ideology based, brand based and brand-community based elude 

marketers’ immediate control. They all “exhibit community-like qualities […], and address 

identity-, meaning-, and status- related concerns for participants.” For such cases collectives 

create value to their members.  

More importantly Schau, Muñiz, and Arnould (2009) point out that practices are at the center 

of consumption. Practices influence behaviors, performance, and representation through 

procedures (explicit rules, principles, and instructions), understandings (knowledge of what to say 

and do, skills, and know-how), and engagements (ends and purposes that are emotionally 

charged). Practices create both individual and collective identities, and they dictate what is 

needed for the engagement of social actors in a consumption setting. “Collectives provide value 

to their members through emergent participatory actions” (Schau et al., 2009, p. 30).  

Consumption is deeply connected to a social setting because practices are created and evolve 

in a social system, and they exist because of it. Therefore, social interaction among customers is 

vital for a company that has to sell a product or a service that satisfies a need that is determined 

by interactions in a consumption setting. Consumer groups and other types of consumer networks 

become of vital importance for businesses. Not only they help building strong relationships 

between the company and its customers by increasing loyalty, but they also foster social 
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interactions that create consumption opportunities. Researchers are studying these forms of 

consumers’ associations and their impact on the economy: Muniz and O’Guinn call these groups 

that form around the shared passion for a product brand communities. 

From sociology Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) define the concept of community characterizing it 

by three elements. The first component is consciousness of kind, that is the connections that 

members feel towards one another and the sense of difference from people outside the 

community. The second is the presence of shared rituals and traditions that perpetuate the 

community’s shared history and culture. The third is a sense of moral responsibility as an 

obligation to the community as a whole. Historically community was thought as a place but new 

technologies made that notion too limited, transforming it into more of a common understanding 

of a shared identity. 

Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) introduce the notion of brand community as “a specialized, non-

geographically bound community, based on a structured set of social relations among admirers of 

a brand” (p. 412). These communities put special emphasis on some kind of consumption as part 

of a celebration, a ritual, or tradition. In their study the researches analyze brand communities in 

terms of the three elements that distinguish communities in general. 

1. Consciousness of kind. Members feel a deep connection to a brand and an even deeper 

connection to one another. They feel like they know each other even if they never met. 

They also feel a separation from users of other brands, feeling different and special in 

comparison to them.  

Legitimization often occurs: members of the community differentiate between true 

members and those who are not. True members demonstrate they really know the brand 

and they are part of the community for the right reasons and they fully appreciate its 

culture, history, rituals, traditions, and symbols.  

Another process characterizing this element is oppositional brand loyalty that consists in 

the opposition to competing brands as an important source of the meaning of the brand 

and of the brand experience. 
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2. Rituals and traditions. They are really important and they are the means to reproduce and 

transmit the meaning of the community within and beyond the community. They typically 

consist of shared consumption experiences with the brand through storytelling, and the 

inculcation of history that keeps the community vital and reproduces its culture. They 

invest the brand with meaning, which meaningfully links community members. 

3. Moral responsibility. It’s a sense of duty to the community and to individual members 

consisting in everyday social commitments. It is evident in two occasions: integrating and 

retaining members, and assisting in the use of the brand. 

Brand communities exist both face-to-face and in computer-mediated environments. They offer a 

few positive aspects: they are consumer associations that give consumers a greater voice, they are 

an important information source for consumers, and they provide social benefits.  

Schau, Muñiz, and Arnould (2009) indentify four categories of value-creating practices 

present in brand communities: 

1. Social networking comprehends those practices that focus on developing ties among 

community members. They include welcoming, empathizing, and governing which 

reinforce the homogeneity of the community leveraging on emotions.  

2. Impression management is focused on the external environment to create favorable 

impressions of the brand and inspiring others to use it. It involves activities of 

evangelizing and justifying.  

3. Community engagement reinforces members’ involvement with the brand, and it includes 

staking, milestoning, badging, and documenting. These activities highlight the 

heterogeneity of the community, and distinguish members of the community while 

providing them with social capital at the same time. 

4. Brand use relates to activities meant to improve or enhance the use of the brand. It 

includes grooming, customizing, and commoditizing. 

Practices work closely together and they drive one another in a process of collective value 

creation, evolving over time as consumer engagement deepens, and practices are integrated. 

Practices give members a social capital providing an opportunity for differentiation and 
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competition on brand devotion, as well as a common language and representation modes that 

enhance the consumer’s brand experience. Finally, they generate consumption opportunities 

through the perpetuation of consumption behaviors, and they make the community active. 

According to Schau, Muñiz, and Arnould (2009) brand communities do create value for 

companies, and marketers should enable customers to express and share their practices. 

Online Communities 
Social interactions are relevant because they create consumption and business opportunities as 

shown by Schau, Muñiz, and Arnould.  

Mathwick, Wiertz and De Ruyter (2007) define social capital as “an intangible resource from 

which instrumental and expressive benefits will flow, benefits that are available at the individual 

or communal level, embedded in and accumulated through a specific social structure and 

governed by relational norms of voluntarism, reciprocity, and social trust.” Social capital has 

positive economic benefits such as commitment to community products, services and institutions. 

Social capital is an asset both at the individual level, as it benefits the person who uses it, and at 

the collective level, as it is socially generated, owned by no one and used by all. It arises within 

relationally embedded networks characterized by voluntarism, reciprocity and social trust.  

Today, a great deal of social interactions takes place online, thus generating different forms of 

networks. Wellman (2005) shows how computer-supported social networks have changed the 

meaning of community: community becomes socially and not spatially defined. Wikipedia 

defines the online community as “a virtual community - social network of individuals who 

interact through specific media to pursue mutual interests or goals - that exists online whose 

members enable its existence through taking part in membership rituals”. These communities can 

be shaped as an information system where members post content, or as form of communication 

through the use of chat rooms, forums, etc.  

Virtual communities, according to Mathwick, Wiertz and De Ruyter (2007), generate new 

forms of social capital that supplement those based on physical communities. Voluntarism is 

making a commitment that is given freely to the benefit of another person or group, and it creates 
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a culture of spontaneous sociability that is more genuine online. Reciprocity is a general norm of 

online interactions where individuals cooperate and share resources acting as led by a moral 

obligation. It works as an informal social control that makes formal rules unnecessary. Social 

trust exists despite the lack of previous interactions because of a confidence that others will 

respond and act in mutually supportive ways. Virtual communities function because of the 

normative influence that imposes a moral responsibility to volunteer, to reciprocate, and to act in 

a trustworthy manner. The expectation that members are to help each other is especially very 

strong, even with no expectation of getting anything back immediately.  

Furthermore, online communities are characterized by the same elements characterizing 

communities in general. The consciousness of kind is present and it usually stems from the shared 

knowledge and expertise that set the members apart from everyone else. Rituals and traditions 

also emerge, in addition to moral responsibility. Members feel responsibility towards the future 

of the community and feel like they should attract new users and retain the old. Newbies perceive 

the existence of social support as a significant outcome of the community’s social capital. They 

get value out of the informational resources of the community they consume, but simultaneously 

they feel committed to maintain relationships with the community and help others on the basis of 

their shared experience. Older members perceive each other as a family, and this feeling cements 

their ongoing commitment to the community. They come to understand how their expertise 

enables them to share knowledge with others, and they are willing to invest in activities that help 

the community. 

Ganley and Lampe (2009) apply network theory to virtual communities and offer a view of 

those websites as organizations. These communities host social exchanges that are a series of 

market transactions, thus making the transaction-cost approach applicable to the study of online 

communities. Virtual communities, though, show some differences from traditional communities: 

they may not have a predefined structure guiding the relationships, which makes them more open 

and in flux, there is less at stake for participants, less information about them and less 

transparency, and more informal agreements.  
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In Ganley and Lampe (2009), the network perspective is crucial for the understanding of 

online communities because, according to the authors, relations are “most commonly the only 

trustworthy information that researchers have to examine the organization” (p. 267). Social 

networks, the structure of relationships people create, offer socioeconomic resources to the 

individual: “the value of social networks manifests to participants as social capital” (Ganley et al., 

2009, p. 267). Social capital is here defined as “a person’s social characteristics that enable him to 

reap market and non-market returns from interactions with others” (p. 267). It is a value for the 

individual as well as a tool of governance that increases the value of the social network to the 

company. They follow Burt (2005) to analyze social capital, building the study on the concept of 

structural holes defined “as a lightly connected bridge between denser sub-network elements”  

(Ganley et al., 2009, p. 267). Two main ideas are at its basis: brokerage and closure. In situations 

with large structural holes with few actors crossing them, brokerage facilitates the flow of 

information in the larger network by building a bridge across a structural hole. An individual 

becomes broker when he has bridged one or more structural holes. In denser sub-networks, 

instead, closure may offer social capital to individuals: when networks are highly interconnected 

with few structural holes, individuals may gain social capital from strong relationships. In other 

words, “brokerage is useful for broadening the network contributions to the wider circle without 

overloading it with too much information. Conversely, if the structural hole is minimal with many 

connections between sub-networks, closure allows the tight alignment of ideas” (p. 268). Closure 

spurs focus on specific targets or goals, while brokerage spurs innovation. They both stem from 

individuals investing in relationships that have value to them. Brokerage is usually characterized 

by high between-ness (the count of relationships of a node that are not directly connected to each 

other) or low constraints (its inverse: the interconnectivity of the sub-network immediately 

surrounding a node). Closure is characterized by low between-ness or high constraints. Usually 

“individuals with constrained networks are likely to be motivated by a high degree of interest in 

topic-specific sharing, learning and networking”, while “individuals with a high measure of 

between-ness are likely to have broad interests or a focus that spans many topics” (Ganley et al., 

2009, p. 270).  
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Ganley and Lampe (2009) study show that high levels of between-ness and constraints are 

both unusual, but between-ness is particularly rare. There is usually correlation between a high 

number of structural holes and a large number of contacts, a situation defined as broad network. 

The broad network has a negative effect on status building, while the deep network has a positive 

relationship with building social capital. Brokerage is associated with lower levels of social 

capital, while closure positively affects social capital. This is shown in the fact that “people newer 

to the site [with lower levels of social capital] find more personal benefits from connecting to 

individuals in different circles, while people fully involved in the site tend to connect to tight 

networks of individuals” (Ganley et al., 2009, p. 273). Keeping both members is important to 

online communities because they depend on a strong core of very active and experienced users, 

those with high social capital, but they also need refresh interest in the site by a steady stream of 

new memberships. 

Armstrong and Hagel (1996) show the importance of online communities for commercial 

enterprises. Their online activities should not just be limited to advertising and selling, but should 

also encourage social interactions among consumers and between consumers and the company in 

order to establish new and deeper relationships. The greatest success will belong to those 

companies that build communities to meet social and commercial needs, thus creating high levels 

of loyalty and returns. In the same study, the authors show four types of online communities that 

satisfy four different types of needs: 

1. Communities of transaction facilitate buying and selling of products; they bring together 

sellers and buyers. Users can consult each other before a purchase and trade information. 

2. Communities of interest gather participants who interact with each other on a specific 

topic. They involve a higher degree of interpersonal communication than the previous 

type of community. 

3. Communities of fantasy are communities where members create new environments, 

personalities, or stories. Members interact exercising their imagination, creating stories, or 

challenging each other in online games. 
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4. Communities of relationship bring together people around a certain experience of life. 

Members are often aware of each others’ actual identities, and the main value this 

community offers is the opportunity for people to come together and share personal 

experiences. 

According to Hagel and Armstrong (1996) these four types of communities are not mutually 

exclusive. For example, in communities of transaction users often want to get some advice from 

other users before they make the purchase, thus blending the needs addressed by communities of 

transaction and the needs addressed by the communities of interest. What companies should do is 

trying to foster relationships and networks of interest; in this way, they will make their 

communities more competitive than those of similar product producers. It is important to be first 

mover and build a critical mass, so to make it a more difficult situation for competitors.  

Lazar and Preece (1998) provide a comprehensive classification of online communities in 

order to identify technical design, structure, and needs that are common in each type. Four 

schemas classify communities by: 

1. Attributes that the community possesses. The attributes are identified by Whittaker, Isaacs 

and O'Day (1997) who analyze the concept of community, and create a list of prototypical 

attributes. The communities with more of such attributes are clearer examples of 

communities than those with fewer. Core attributes are shared goals or interests that 

provide the reason for being part of the community, intense interactions and strong 

emotional ties, shared activities among the community members, mutual support, access 

to shared resources, and social conventions, language, or protocols. Online communities 

with similar attributes are quite similar among themselves. 

2. Supporting software as the technology that enables communication within the community 

and that establishes boundaries of the community. Some researches (see Jones 1995) use 

this approach to define online communities as communities that are formed by computer-

mediated communication software. 

3. Relationship to physical communities. These communities can be also classified 

according to the degree to which they are connected to physical communities: the ones 
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that are clearly based on physical communities are usually geographically focused, the 

ones that are somewhat based on physical communities imply members with periodic 

face-to-face meetings but are in continuous communication through computer-mediated 

communication, and those that are not related to any physical communities are 

characterized by the lack of face-to-face meetings. They include the role-playing and 

support communities. This last category exists to connect people who are geographically 

dispersed, or to insure anonymity. 

4. Boundedness, which is the number of social relationships that remain within the defined 

population of the group. When the community is tightly bounded, the majority of the 

social interactions of its members take place among members of that community. 

Boundedness may be used to classify communities, and it can be assessed by the design or 

members’ actions. 

Hummel and Lechner (2002) define virtual community as a business model of the digital 

economy with two distinguishing features: first, members of communities contribute to the 

creation of economic value, and, second, the social environment contributes to the value creation.  

The research shows how the Internet provides platforms for the creation of economic value 

through interaction; the new channel gives community members the possibility to interact on an 

equal basis as peers so that consumers and producers/ intermediaries can exchange information 

and reduce information asymmetry. Communication and transactions shift from a unidirectional, 

traditional architecture to a community, multilateral environment. “Virtual communities provide 

the social environment for transactions and community members contribute to building value 

online by forming that kind of virtual environment” (Hummel et al., 2002, p. 2). In Hummel and 

Lechner (2002) five business-related communities are identified according to business purpose, 

actors and their roles: 

1. Gaming communities, which offer an artificial environment as playground. 

2. Communities of interest, which represent a form of meeting people with similar interests. 

3. Business-to-Business communities, which are a virtual place for people of the same 

profession to meet, interact and carry out transactions. 
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4. Business-to-Consumer communities, which create a trustworthy environment where 

consumers are more willing to buy. 

5. Consumer-to-Consumer communities, where individuals exchange and trade goods with 

no commercial intermediaries involved. 

In all these types, the social structure plays an important role. In the first two, members can build 

strong social structures, while in the three transaction-oriented communities the social 

atmosphere can exist but to a different extent, mostly in the form of exchanging news and files, 

and giving recommendations or reviews. Technology plays an important role in fostering the 

interaction and contribution, which encourages users to stay and do transactions. In managing 

communities it is important to understand the underlying social aspects that create an 

environment. Hummel and Lechner (2002) follow Hamman’s (2000) approach to the definition of 

a community.  A community is characterized by a clearly defined group, interaction among 

members, bonding among members, and a common place.  

The first characteristic, defined group, identifies the interest and motivation of its member to 

interact, and determines the focus of the interaction and the potential for value creation. A precise 

content focus, references to real communities, entry rules, primary authorization, rules of conduct 

and sanctions for misconduct define a clear focus of the community. Communities of interest and 

game communities have a quite narrow focus because they depend on tight and continuous 

membership which occurs just in smaller groups. Transaction-based communities aim at a high 

number of members and usually have a broader scope: the more members, the more choices and 

the better for the community itself. 

The second dimension captures the kind and quality of interactions. Chat and forums are used 

most intensively in game communities, communities of interest and customer-to-customer 

communities where creating relationships is the main purpose and top priority. Communities of 

interest and game communities are also characterized by high moderation, since intensive 

interactions are required to keep these communities going, and by the creation of events to enrich 

the interaction. 

Bonding describes the social network of the community, which is essential to any kind of 
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community, and very important in the business-related one since it increases loyalty. Privacy is 

an element of bonding which is particularly important in game communities where players want 

to keep anonymity. Sub-groups are more broadly used in communities of interest to improve and 

focus the discussion of special aspects of a topic. Another aspect that differentiates the types of 

communities is the identity of its members, which seems to be quite important in the community 

of interest where members interact directly. 

The last dimension, common place, refers to the community as a meeting point, a place where 

members feel at home. Archives are an important feature because they enable members to 

reconstruct the emergence of existing rules and habits, and they show the history of the 

community and of individual members. Voluntary work is very much used in communities of 

interest, while it is less possible in other communities. Game communities, instead, are 

characterized by a distinctive culture and rituals that create a special community feeling, and by a 

much differentiated role system. 

Hummel and Lechner (2002) conclude with three main functions of online communities that 

explain the interaction of the social and economic aspects: 

1. A stage to present oneself as part of an entertainment economy. The most obvious 

examples are game communities, and also communities of interest. They create a quite 

realistic social environment to promote an intensive community feeling and the 

development of a feeling of community and familiar place. 

2. Generation and transfer of knowledge. This is quite evident in communities of interest, 

and in a certain extent also in business-to-business communities. 

3. Creation of a trustworthy transaction environment to attract a sufficient number of users. 

This is used to stimulate transactions. The creators try to increase bonding in order to 

create trust which develops after a certain time. 

Hummel and Lechner (2002) specify that the economic value that derives from these 

communities comes from the interaction and contribution of members. Positive network effects 

(the increasing value of a network for the increasing number of its members) verify when the 

increasing contribution and the increasing number of potential communication partners make it 
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attractive for others to join. Metcalfe’s Law applies here: the value of a network corresponds to 

n*(n-1), where n is the number of nodes. Negative network effects can also be a part of the 

growth: an increase in complexity could decrease the value of the community for users, and also 

overload of information as well as loss of quality and focus. Social networks show four systems: 

1. Content is exchanged in the community and defined by the interests; it increases with 

interactions. A negative network effect appears when the common knowledge works as a 

boundary against newcomers. 

2. Loyalty can be defined in terms of social interactions within a group; it increases 

interactions and bonding. Bonding to a place draws interactions of the community to the 

place: lock-in of the community to a platform occurs. 

3. The profiles of community members distinguish the member from the community as a 

whole. The better the profiles, the better the interactions, and the easier the development 

of a social network. It could also constitute a barrier for newcomers who don’t have a 

good profile and it could make it more difficult to integrate. 

4. Focus is determined by the common language, common values, interests and motivations. 

A clear focus and the feeling to be at home shape the community, but it also makes it 

more closed to newcomers. 

Participation in Online Communities and Motivations Behind  
Koh, Kim, Butler and Bock (2007) describe participation in online communities. Activity usually 

takes form of posting or viewing opinions, questions, information, and knowledge. 

Communication is at the center, making social presence a critical factor. Social presence is “the 

degree to which the medium facilitates awareness of other people and interpersonal relationships 

during an interaction” (Koh et al., 2007, p. 70). 

Ardichvili (2008) analyzes knowledge sharing and learning in virtual communities of practice 

suggesting motivators, barriers and enablers to enhance sharing activities. Communities of 

practice have become a vehicle of collective learning and knowledge creation in organizations, 

and one of the greatest benefits of these communities is the ability to generate and spread tacit 
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knowledge that otherwise is difficult to communicate. They represent a powerful tool of 

knowledge management. But such communities offer these great benefits just when they function 

correctly; members’ contribution is not just limited to posting explicative lessons, but it should 

comprehend various knowledge exchange activities, such as posting questions, engaging in live 

chats, participating in online conferences, and provide answers and feedback. McLure-Wasko and 

Faraj (2005) point out that these networks are actually struggling to become active discussion 

forums because they are complex systems that involve different actors with different needs and 

goals. The authors build a model to map reasons why people contribute. The results show that 

individuals contribute “when they perceive that it enhances their professional reputations, and to 

some extent because it is enjoyable to help others” (McLure-Wasko et al., 2005, p. 53). They 

have to be structurally involved in the network, and they need to have experience to share with 

others.  It’s what the authors call structural social capital and cognitive social capital. Social 

capital plays an important role: “individuals who are central to the network and connected to a 

large number of others are more likely to sustain contributions to the collective” (McLure-Wasko 

et al., 2005, p. 50).  Building a critical mass of active users is crucial for this reason. At the same 

time, cognitive social capital affects participation; when an individual’s experience in the practice 

is elevated, it is possible to predict that the individual’s contribution will be active. Ardichvili 

(2008) adds that employees are more motivated to actively share knowledge when they believe 

knowledge to be a public good belonging to the organization. Moreover, in order for the 

community to be vibrant, members should also be comfortable with computer technology. 

Barriers to knowledge sharing in virtual communities of practice are then identified in Ardichvili 

(2008). When the organization is extended abroad, knowledge sharing could be difficult among 

different countries because a narrow idea of group can be an obstacle to share with distant 

colleagues. Even some cultures can hinder participation when they put a high value on reputation 

and they are very “concerned with saving their own face” (Ardichvili, 2008, p. 546). Other 

barriers could be high-power-distance culture where hierarchy controls the flow of information. 

Hars and Ou (2002) research into motivations that drive people to participating in the 

development of open-source software. The authors identify two macro groups of motivations: 
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internal factors, which are rooted in the psychology of the individual, versus external factors, 

which originate from the environment.  

Open-source-software developers argue that they “are not motivated by monetary incentives but 

by their personal hobbies and preferences, or else by the rewarding sense that they are working to 

increase the welfare of others” (Hars et al., 2002, p. 26). In the research different kinds of internal 

factors are identified. Intrinsic motivations that are those activities that people naturally like to 

engage in for “an inborn need to feel competent and to self-determine one’s relations with one’s 

environment” (p. 27). In this context, programmers are driven by the feeling of competence, 

satisfaction, and fulfillment that comes from writing programs. In Maslow, it is identified by self-

actualization and esteem needs. Altruism is also part of internal factors and it can be described as 

the need to increase other people’s welfare. Programmers create something for others at their own 

expenses. Also community identification is an internal factor and corresponds to Maslow’s needs 

for belonging and love. “Programmers may identify themselves as members of the open-source 

community and align their goals with those of the community” (p. 28). 

The other set of motivations, external rewards, comprehends future needs and personal needs. 

The first can be described as seeing participation as an investment from which they will obtain 

future returns in the form of revenues from related products and services, human capital (skills), 

self-marketing as the way to demonstrate their capabilities and skills, and peer recognition. 

Personal needs can also lead programmers when they feel a need for specific software 

functionalities.  

Joe and Lin (2008) construct a model to interpret online communities’ behavior according to 

the theories of community citizenship behavior. The model, online community citizenship 

behavior (OCCB), “is inherently moral behavior in which an individual chooses to conduct a 

specific behavior conduct that is beneficial to online others” (Joe et al., 2008, p. 367). The model 

is built on findings of social cognitive theory.  
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Fig. 1 The OCCB model (Joe and Lin, 2008) 

As Fig. 1 shows, personal and environmental factors influence behavior. In the personal sphere, 

self-efficacy, which is one’s belief in the ability to perform a specific behavior, has a prominent 

role. In this context, it refers to the belief in one’s ability to use IT that is positively related to 

OCCB. Self-efficacy and outcome expectations positively influence behavior, and, at the same 

time, self-efficacy is positively related to outcome expectations. In the environmental sphere, 

normative and informational influences are positively related to OCCB. “Whereas normative 

influence refers to the pressure to comply with the anticipations of salient others, informational 

influence is caused by the acceptance of information from others as evidence about reality” (Joe 

et al., 2008, p. 368). 

Vassileva and Sun (2007) study motivations in online communities drawing theories from 

social psychology. Fitting is an important group dynamic that, at collective level, happens when 

someone sees a friend doing or believing in something and starts doing or believing the same. 

People also tend to compare their achievements and actions with people they think similar to 

them, and competition can occur when people try to fit in the elite sub-group. Social comparison 
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and competition can motivate users in online communities too; it is shown how comparison 

decreases social loafing and increases productivity in groups that are collaborating through digital 

media. In the paper, the authors show how motivational visualization effectively encourages 

social comparison and competition, which results in increased participation. For social 

comparison to happen, users need to be made aware of behaviors of other users as well as their 

own. Therefore, system designer should “encourage user participation in desired activities by 

showing a representation of the contributions of the community members along these activities” 

(Vassileva et al., 2007, p. 32). 

Ren, Kraut and Kiesler (2007) observe that online communities rely on users’ voluntary 

commitment; they need users to interact, upload information, and provide social support to other 

members. They usually can’t rely on financial incentives to get users to work on the community, 

but it is the founders or administrators’ job to design an environment that encourages users to 

contribute. Then, Ren distinguishes two different ways to create commitment in a community: 

forming an attachment to the community as a whole, or to individual members. All online 

communities are the result of technical and social choices that influence how members interact 

with information and people. The community design represents these choices in the form of 

navigation architecture, site features, interactions, organization structure, and polices. Concrete 

examples of these design decisions are: to what extent off-topic conversations are allowed, 

whether to limit the size of the community, etc. Ren, Kraut and Kiesler (2007) apply social 

psychology on real-world groups to online communities. He classifies them into two categories: 

identity-based communities, where users like the group as a whole, and bond-based communities, 

where users participate because they like individuals in the group. In the first type, users perceive 

other users as interchangeable and the identity is stable despite users’ turnover; they are 

committed to the purpose of the community. In the second type, members feel connected to each 

other and less to the group as a whole. More specifically referring to online communities, 

common identity “implies that members feel a commitment to the online community’s purpose or 

topic”, whereas common bond “implies that members feel socially or emotionally attached to 

particular members of the online community” (Ren et al., 2007, p. 381). According to 
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Sankaranarayanan and Vassileva (2009), the causes of group identity are: social categorization, 

interdependence, and intergroup comparisons. Social categorization is creating a group identity 

by defining a collection of people as members of the same social category, and it can be based on 

objective or subjective criteria. Interdependence can be obtained through a common task, 

purpose, or reward that makes members cooperatively interdependent. Finally, intergroup 

comparison happens when people define themselves as part of a group, and automatically they 

compare themselves with other groups. The causes of common bond, instead, are: social 

interactions, personal information, and personal attraction through similarity. Social interaction 

gives members the opportunity to get acquainted and, later on, to build trust. Frequency of 

interactions determines to what extent members build relationships in the community. Personal 

information is how much members disclose about themselves; the higher the level of self-

disclosure, the more likely the possibility to form relationships. At the same time, the availability 

of detailed personal information shifts the attention from the group to individuals. Personal 

attraction is found at higher levels when people share preferences, attitudes, and values.  

In Ren, Kraut and Kiesler (2007) outcomes of common identity and common bond are 

identified. The first type is convergent consequences; both kinds make a group feel as cohesive, 

and members identify themselves with the group, and evaluate their group more favorably than 

others. The other type is divergent consequences; common identity and common bond have 

different effects on what people talk about, social loafing, group norms, the experience of 

newcomers, the amount and type of reciprocity, and the robustness of community membership. 

On the content matter, bond-based attached users will be more likely to engage in off-topic 

discussions and will be more tolerant of off-topic discussions than people who feel identity-based 

attachment. Social loafing, instead, is more tolerated in bond-based communities, and members 

are less likely to compensate for others’ under-contribution than those who feel identity-based 

attachment. Members who feel identity-based attachment to the community will be more likely to 

conform to group norms than those who feel bond-based attached, and, at the same time, they 

have stronger opinions against behaviors that jeopardize group survival. Another distinctive 

characteristic is group norms: users conform more to group norms when they feel identity bonded 
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to the community, and strong group norms are usually found in more anonymous contexts. Also 

differentiating is how newcomers are welcome. Newcomers face more difficulties in bond-based 

communities, and usually feel better accepted in identity-based communities. For reciprocity, 

members with identity-based attachment are more likely to engage in generalized reciprocity 

(helping any member), while those who feel bond-based attachment are more likely to engage in 

direct reciprocity (helping those who have helped them). Finally, regarding group robustness, 

identity-based attachment to the group decreases with discussion diversity or when it drifts away 

from the core topic, while bond-based attachment should decrease with members’ turnover.  

Ewing (2008) first distinguishes different types of community users.  A user usually starts as a 

“lurker” who is someone who knows the community and goes in there to read information. Then 

he becomes a “newbie” who logs in the community, and, after this stage, he becomes a “regular” 

who fully participates and is recognized by other community members. In the next stage, he 

becomes an “elder” who is someone with a certain level of authority, and could be a moderator. 

Finally, a “legacy member” is someone in the process of leaving the community. Also Amy Jo 

Kim, who was the first to make these distinctions (2000), talks about different types of users in an 

evolution context, defining it “membership life cycle” for online communities. In the research, 

users go through five different stages: first there is a peripheral phase as a lurker, then inbound 

takes place as a novice, after that he becomes an insider as a regular, afterwards a boundary phase 

as a leader, and finally outbound phase takes place as an elder. 

Burke, Kraut, and Joyce (2009) research newcomers’ conversational strategies. When people 

join a community, they need a socialization process during which they determine their suitability 

for the group. Socialization is crucial for the long-term outcomes and the intensions to remain in 

the group. Posting gives newcomers a more personalized sense of the group than what just 

reading posts gives them, and also gives them the opportunity to assess the replies they receive. 

Replies to newcomers signal the extent to which new members are considered valuable, and 

motivate them to reciprocate. These conversations help newcomers transform into committed 

contributors. Newcomers are quite active and try to build relationships with other members and 

the group as whole, they look for feedback about their role, and they perform cognitive self-
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management. The authors analyze three tactics used by newcomers to claim group membership 

and assessing whether the group responds positively: group-based membership claims, identity-

based membership claims, and information requests. “Membership claims take three forms: 

declarations, questions, and revelations” (Burke et al., 2009, p. 8). Declarations are verbal 

assertions by the newcomer that he is a member; questions are a form of active enquiry; 

revelations are statements through which members give details about themselves presenting 

similarities with the group. Claims must be acknowledged and accepted by others in form of 

grants. With first type, group-oriented membership claims, “describe their initial participation in 

the group” (p. 4). They describe the effort they have made to learn about the group, and for this 

reason they are called de-lurking messages. With identity-oriented membership claims “they 

describe their similarity to the social category around which a particular group is organized” (p. 

6). They disclose personal information that indicates their connection to the community. The final 

group is information request “in which they request help from the group, thereby implicitly 

claiming a right to membership benefits at the same time as receiving information about the 

group’s willingness to accept them” (p. 6). 

In Ridings, Gefen, and Arinze (2006), lurkers are shown to have an impact on the community 

sponsors and architects because they are part of the traffic, contributing to volume on the servers, 

and can react to advertising and selling in the community. However, at the same time, to the 

individual community user the only relevant members are the ones who post. Lurkers’ presence 

shows in synchronous communities where the notification that someone has logged on appears, 

while in asynchronous communities their presence is much less obvious because, in order for 

someone to be seen, he needs to post. Lurking is not a negative behavior, and it also sometimes 

desirable, when the community has a high number of users, to avoid information overload. The 

authors go through analyzing general motivations in previous literature for visiting an online 

community: access information and share content, find and give emotional support, 

encouragement and a sense of belonging, and also shop. Helping others and responding is a social 

investment that costs time, effort, reputation, and empathy, but that some users still do even 



  27 

though they know they have no guarantee that it will be reciprocated. Lurkers, however, 

participate in a different way; they invest time, but no reputation, effort, or empathy. 

Ridings, Gefen, and Arinze (2006) analyze the differences that emerge characterizing the two 

different users. Trust abilities and trust in benevolence and integrity are lower level in lurkers, 

and this might be the reason that keeps them from participating in the conversation. They may 

feel that it is useless to post a question because they will not get helpful answers, or they may 

avoid participation for fear of unknown people may mine information with ill intent or be target 

of spam. Nonetheless, they show some level of trust that makes them go in the community, but 

not enough to post. 

Ren, Kraut, and Kiesler (2006) analyze lurkers and posters’ behavior in order to highlight their 

motivations to participate to online communities. Online communities are defined as “social 

exchange systems”, shared environments where people give something and get something back in 

return. Human behavior is seen as calculated. Thus, one of the most important reasons why 

people participate in communities is the expected reward from contributing. The key concept in 

this behavior is trust. Also this research points out how much trust is relevant distinguishing 

lurkers and posters. On the one hand, then, lurkers do not trust the abilities of other members to 

answer or give advice; on the other hand, the level of trust that posters can feel within the 

community and towards other people makes them participate actively to the community. Posters 

are those who invest time, efforts, knowledge, and reputation in the expectation of receiving a 

benefit. The benefits they can gain from their participation are recognition, influence, help, social 

and emotional support, belonging etc. Lurkers only invest time; no reputation or empathy is 

shared with the other users. Their only goal is to learn, and in doing so they try to avoid any risk. 

Nonnecke, Andrews, and Preece (2006) better analyze lurkers’ behavior. Most of the literature 

considers lurkers as negative elements in the community, as free riders. In contrast to that view, 

the authors consider lurkers as users who are getting to know the community. They are actually a 

majority of communities’ users, and the percentage varies according to the size of the 

community, the frequencies and number of messages in the community. The primary motivation 

for joining online communities is the same for lurkers and posters; on the other hand, lurkers 
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differ from posters regarding the importance they give to reasons that require outreach into the 

community or interaction with other members that are less relevant for them. The main reason 

why they are not that active is because their needs are satisfied by reading and observing 

interactions of others. Another, though of less importance, reason is that they are learning about 

the group suggesting that lurking is just a temporary status. Some of them, instead, are not 

participating in conversations because they are shy, and they don’t feel confident enough to 

present themselves to the community. Lastly, an external reason is keeping them from posting: 

the poor quality of information shared in the community. The research investigated also in how 

offline presence affects lurkers compared to posters; it seems as this factor has no impact on 

neither of the two categories. One element that differentiates lurkers from posters is that they are 

usually less satisfied and more neutral with the community experience; they are much less 

enthusiastic about the benefits the community offers, and they have lower levels of respect 

towards posters than posters show for each other. Moreover, they have a lesser sense of 

community and they feel less part of the community than active posters.  

Tedjamulia, Olsen, Dean, and Albrecht (2005) give a more comprehensive view on 

participation summing up the available research. The motivations behind participation are 

different according to the type of user. “Lurkers are attracted to online communities because of 

their desire for information that is credible, relevant and easy to find, [and] they also seek 

opportunities to broaden their contacts and viewpoints” (Tedjamulia et al., 2005, p 2).  Posters are 

motivated by the same reasons as lurkers “but they are more strongly motivated to contribute, 

both intrinsically and extrinsically” (p. 2). Community citizenship, generalized reciprocity, moral 

obligation, and pro-social behavior are intrinsic motivations; extrinsic motivations also have an 

impact even though they are not dominant. Another crucial factor in participation is the critical 

mass: content and participation are required to meet certain levels in order to keep community 

members interacting and to attract new users. “Critical mass is achieved when a community has a 

large enough contributor base that it can sustain the needs of its contributors and lurkers” (p. 2) 

Users often experience a knowledge-sharing dilemma; sometimes they don’t have enough 

incentives to actively participate since they can just consume and they are free to decide whether 
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to contribute or not. “Insufficient benefits fail to entice contributors” (Tedjamulia et al., 2005, p. 

3).  

After the analysis of the available studies, Tedjamulia, Olsen, Dean, and Albrecht (2005) build 

a motivational model composed by three parts: 

1. Personal characteristics comprehend self-efficacy, need to achieve, intrinsic motivation, 

and trust. Self-efficacy is the individual’s perceived probability that he will attain a goal: 

the higher the self-efficacy, the higher the cooperation. Self-efficacy is technological, 

informational, and connective, which is the belief that content will be received by the 

online community members. Members with higher goals perform better than those with 

lower, and in online communities they consider their contribution to be important and 

they enjoy working hard. Intrinsic motivation is important because it refers to doing 

something because it is interesting or enjoyable. People with high intrinsic motivation 

work harder, and they are more committed. It’s a powerful enabler, and it lowers 

transaction costs and increases social capital. Trust also influences contribution lowering 

risk perception; the higher the trust, the greater the knowledge exchange. 

2. Environmental factors affect performances. Usability has a direct effect on contributions; 

when communities are large and chaotic members find information overwhelming. Group 

identity is also a powerful factor because a strong sense of group identity can lead to a 

greater number of contributions. Finally, where personal responsibility (as the 

community’s ability to provide a medium where members can be identified and held 

responsible for their actions) is higher, members increase the number of contributions 

because they feel watched by the community. 

3. Goals “tend to be accompanied by greater effort and performance.” But having a goal is 

different from being committed to achieve it. The level of commitment to a goal depends 

on personal conviction that the goal is important and achievable. 

Managers can apply this model to increase commitment by using feedback, which is composed 

by measurements and external reinforcement. It means deciding measures to define successful 

behavior, and, once a member has reached the result, he should receive the appropriate 
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reinforcement. Reward can be controlling or informative. When it is controlling, intrinsic 

incentives tend to lose importance. When the reward is informative, the extrinsic motivation 

enhances the intrinsic motivation. 

Marett and Joshi (2009) also examine motivations of online-community users to participate. 

The study surveys lurkers and posters’ motivations to share information and rumors, and 

researches both extrinsic and intrinsic motivations as well as normative influences. In online 

communities users post content in form of information and rumors. Information can be readily 

found and verified by other sources, while rumors are currently unsubstantiated but largely 

relevant to the community. Rumors satisfy emotional, cognitive and problem-solving needs; they 

provide a space between possibility and reality offering exhilaration and entertainment, they offer 

a solution in anticipation of a confirmation, and they satisfy ardent curiosity before mainstream 

media covers the news. The study distinguishes rumors from knowledge because rumors occupy 

a relevant part of the information shared in an online community, as they “seem to be highly 

conducive for the transmission of rumors” (Marett et al., 2009, p. 51). Both the possibility to 

participate under a pseudonym and low levels of social presence “create a setting of uncertainty 

and low accountability in which rumors seem to thrive” (p. 51). They identify four conditions 

necessary for rumor transmission based on Rosnow (1988): personal anxiety, general uncertainty, 

credulity, and topical importance. Since online communities are always changing, there is a kind 

of anxiety that goes along with change and they are more likely to conduct rumor sharing. The 

exchange of the latest information and rumors is actually one of the top attractions. 

Marett and Joshi (2009) research into intrinsic motivations that make people act in search of a 

reward that is internally satisfying either because it is considered fun, interesting, or personally 

gratifying. Intrinsic motivations are found to strongly impact posters’ sharing behavior, but have 

far less influence on lurkers. Posters reported that contributing both information and rumors is 

fun, while lurkers don’t feel like intrinsic reward is enough for them to participate. Sharing 

information has a larger effect on posters than sharing rumors does. Regarding extrinsic 

motivations, users act because they look for a financial compensation, improvement of their 

status, or earning recognition from others. These last two are regarded as social capital, and they 
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work as quite efficient motivators. Reputation is an important driver and the pseudonym becomes 

an important way to identify the user. The authors find that they increase both posters and 

lurkers’ likelihood to share rumors, but they have no significant effect on sharing information. 

Users perceive the way to improve one’s status and reputation is to produce rumors that most 

people are not aware of. They share the opinion that “breaking previously unknown “news” is the 

best way to achieve personal status and reputation enhancements” (Marett et al., 2009, p. 60). The 

third and final driver, normative influence, is the influence of other members who post and it 

compels members to share with others. Normative influence is especially strong from leaders 

who have a large influence on the norms and behaviors of the group. It is found to impact both 

posters and lurkers’ willingness to share information and rumors. The community activity 

depends on members who frequently share information and rumors because this puts social 

pressure on other members to contribute. Nevertheless, this is not enough to bring a behavioral 

change among lurkers. 

Ewing (2008) shows a different view on motivation opposed to Ren (2007), seeing it evolving 

in time from one kind to another. He analyzes participation according to what participants get out 

of it. He divides motivation into two groups: content-based motivation, and social-based 

motivation. Content motivation is what generally attracts people to read and to initially contribute 

to a community, while social motivations begin to arise when the user has started to contribute. 

The two are linked, not opposed as in Ren (2007); they just evolve in time. Usually social 

motivations follow after the first phase driven by content. Users experience different phases of 

participation that is what Ewing calls participation life cycle. This life cycle involves a shift from 

content motivations to social motivations because users become acquainted with other users. 

What happens is that they enjoy each other company while they become more familiar with the 

information they offer becoming, in this way, less interested in the content. Moreover, this shift 

determines a decrease in the quality and quantity of insightful content. This decrease in quality is 

influenced also by how much freedom is allowed in the community. If the control is high, the 

community has limited appeal because users cannot start their own topics but, on the other hand, 
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this prevents the community to develop a culture that damages the content motivation of 

participants. 

In Sankaranarayanan and Vassileva (2009), it is specified that are some identity-based 

communities that shift eventually toward supporting and promoting interpersonal connections 

among members. Bond-based communities, instead, help new comers connect with existing 

members and form lasting relationships with a subset of community members, and usually they 

are encouraged to post a wide range of topics. Reciprocation, here defined as the expectation that 

users’ help will be compensated, is present in both kinds of communities but in identity-based is 

of a general kind, while in bond-based is direct. These networks of reciprocity are motivating, 

and they encourage participants to maintain an awareness of the community that surrounds them. 

On users’ participation, Jones, Ravid, and Rafaeli (2004) have a different approach. They 

study how virtual publics, which are computer-mediated spaces, impact users’ activities. These 

spaces present two constraints to online communication: critical mass and information overload. 

Online communication is constrained by the necessity of a minimum number of people to sustain 

interactions, and by the fact that individuals cannot process and utilize all communication inputs. 

It can be both conversational overload, when too many messages are delivered so that the 

individual is unable to respond adequately, and information entropy, when incoming messages 

are not sufficiently organized to be easily recognized as significant. Whereas interaction is crucial 

in online communities, it “involves the strain of dealing with other people, the effort of coping 

with the products of group activity such as noise and trash, and the effort we must expend to 

make communication possible” (Jones et al., 2004, p. 197). The study shows how participation is 

affected by the online space conditions, in particular volume and complexity of information. 

First, “users are more likely to respond to simpler messages in the overloaded mass interaction.” 

Second, “users are more likely to end active participation as the overloading of mass interaction 

increases”. Finally, “users are more likely to generate simpler responses as the overloading of 

mass interaction increases” (Jones et al., 2004, p. 194). 
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Social Interaction and Behavior in Online Communities 
According to Wellman (2005), computer-mediated communication has transformed community 

ties that now are specialized. People move in multiple social circles, with limited involvement in 

each. Computers facilitate the number of ties that cut across group boundaries, making social 

circles partial, permeable, and transitory, linked by cross-cutting ties. 

In Kozinets (1999) the formation of lasting identification as a member of an online community 

depends on two kinds of relationships: the relationship that the individual has with the 

consumption activity, and the intensity of the social relationships the person has with other 

members. These two factors are separated enough that they can describe four types of members: 

tourists who lack strong social ties and have a superficial interest in the activity, minglers who 

have strong social ties but are perfunctorily interested in the activity, devotees who have a strong 

interest for the activity but few social attachments, and insiders who have strong interests and 

personal ties. This distinction reveals two modes of interactions: recreational mode that has a 

objective online communication for a selfish or short-term satisfaction, and transformational 

mode with which consumers want to attain some objectives more focused on the long-term social 

gain. 

Butler (2001) points out how social structure is needed to maintain membership and necessary 

to provide valuable benefits. It is sustainable when it provides greater benefits that the costs of 

membership. “Social structures that can provide positive net benefits are better able to attract and 

retain members, and hence survive over the long term” (Butler, 2001, p. 347). Online social 

structures provide development of interpersonal relationships, feeling of companionship, 

perception of affiliation, encourage discussion and knowledge sharing, easy access and 

dissemination of ideas, social and emotional support, and enable collective activities. For the 

social structure to provide these benefits resources must be available: knowledge, time, energy, 

money, etc. But to transform these resources into benefits social activity is necessary. 

Membership size provides a measure of resources availability when members are the primary 

source of resources; larger groups provide greater benefits (Metcalfe law). But, at the same time, 

increasing size can have adverse effects on the process of converting resources into valued 
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benefits. It makes more difficult to know members and form relationships creating social support, 

and also to find resources available. Size also negatively affects the benefits provision process 

creating free-riding situations and social loafing. This finding shows that “the development of 

online communities is not a process which proceeds smoothly at an increasing rate as the value of 

the available resource increases, but rather it is a process which involves significant churn, with 

members coming and going even as the magnitude of available resources increases” (Butler, 

2001, p. 357, 358). This implies that increased rate of membership loss may not be a bad sign; 

increasing size attracts new members and decreases the ability to retain members. As long as the 

loss rate is inferior to the gain rate, loss is a part of community growth. 

Communication activity is a primary mechanism for benefit provision, and as membership 

size does not have unidirectional effects. Growing communication provides benefits for 

individuals but at the same time increases complexity. 

Butler (2001) also shows a relationship between size, communication volume, and 

communication diversity. The research shows how size has a greater effect on membership gain 

than on membership loss. However, the negative impacts of more varied communication activity 

and communication volume on membership retention are greater than the positive impacts. The 

result is that size is positively associated with communication volume and variation, which in 

turn have a negative impact on sustainability. 

Ballantine and Martin (2005) research parasocial interactions in online communities. 

Parasocial interaction is largely used for television and is defined “as the apparent face-to-face 

interaction that can occur between media characters and their audience” (Ballantine et al., 2005, 

p. 198). Over time, viewer may start experiencing feelings of intimacy with the performer as if 

they were close friends. Parasocial behavior has been defined, on the one hand, as dysfunctional 

behavior that comes from neuroticism, isolation, loneliness, fear and lack of social interactions. 

On the other, some researches show no relations between loneliness and intensity of parasocial 

relationships but they show how parasocial relations may broaden the scope of interpersonal 

relations. Many researches, though, agree with the idea that these relationships function as need 

or motivation to watch a show, and they can be predicted by emotional involvement. These 



  35 

interactions have some similarities with real interactions, but they are vicarious and they usually 

involve a large audience with a status gap from the performer. Because of the size of the 

audience, the performer cannot address the individuals.  

In online communities, individual users may not be able to directly communicate with all the 

others, making non-participative-online-community users a large part of the community. The 

authors suggest that parasocial interaction theory can be used to understand consumer behavior 

online. The parasocial interaction research has identified three attachment styles: secure 

individuals who are driven by positive expectations, anxious-ambivalent people who are driven 

by the fear of being alone and engage in an extreme range of behaviors, and avoidant individuals 

who have difficulties trusting others and they keep others at distance. These styles are related to 

the willingness to form parasocial bonds; anxious-ambivalent and avoidant people are more likely 

to engage in those bonds. The attachment style may predict how likely the individual is to use the 

online community, and how it will influence their behavior.  

In parasocial interactions, dependency plays an important role: first television dependency 

verifies, then it leads dependency to a kind of television programming which leads to the 

development of parasocial relationships. This happens also on the Internet: the longer an Internet 

user spends online, the more likely he will gravitate towards some kind of online group, thus 

creating the possibility to develop a kind of dependency. A pre-existing Internet dependency is 

necessary to develop community dependency; when there is a dependency with an online 

community, parasocial interaction possibilities increase. 

Trust Support 
In Feng, Lazar, and Preece (2004) interpersonal trust has an important role in online 

communication because people provide access of data and information to others in the network 

putting their credit and privacy at risk. Personal relationships are common online, evolving as a 

function of time and experience in the online environment. It is shown how the initial willingness 

to show trusting actions leads swiftly to actual trust as well as frequent communication. Also 

relevant to build “a trust-engendering software system are appropriate background information, 
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attention, trusting and trustworthy behavior” (Feng et al., 2004, p. 98). Face-to-face video, audio, 

and text chat result in higher levels of trust. 

Feng, Lazar and Preece (2004) find empathy to have an effect on trust. Empathy is strongest 

between people who identify similarities with others or who share experiences. There are two 

types of empathy: one is empathic accuracy “defined as the ability to accurately infer the specific 

content of other people’s thoughts and feelings” (Feng et al. 2004, p. 99), while the other is 

supportive response that “means responding compassionately to another person’s distress” (p. 

99). Their research shows that both empathic accuracy and supportive response have a positive 

influence on trust. Empathic accuracy itself, though, does not guarantee trust; “in order to win 

other people’s trust online, a person not only needs to correctly infer the other’s feeling, but also 

provide supportive response” (p. 104). Furthermore, liking is important in trust building; people 

who are more liked by others also gain more trust from them. Providing more personal 

information and stories may be a way to do that. On the other hand, the research found no 

evidence of relationship between general trust and online trust. 

Also in Leimeister, Ebner, and Krcmar (2005) trust has a crucial importance providing the 

foundation for successful implementation and operation of an online community. There are three 

types of trust: 

1. Interpersonal trust that one agent has in another agent on a personal level. It is agent and 

context specific. 

2. System trust based on the perceived property or reliance on a system or an institution. 

3. Dispositional trust that is the general attitude of the person seeking trustworthiness 

towards trust. It is also called basic trust because it is independent of any other party or 

context. 

These types differ on the way in which they can be established within online communities. 

Two trust supporting factors are identified: perceived competence and perceived goodwill. 

Perceived competence is supported by “clear definitions of the various responsibilities of the 

individuals providing goods or services” (Leimeister et al., 2005, p.104), and the disclosure of 

patterns of past performance. Perceived goodwill, instead, “can be experienced as the discovery 
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of a cooperating partner's good intentions and can further lead to the development of 

interpersonal trust” (p. 105). 

Leimeister, Ebner, and Krcmar (2005) find essential design components for supporting 

perceived competence in online communities: 

1. Transparency. Trust partners have been established to guarantee compliance with 

standards increasing perceived competence. Transparency can be of providers, of goals, of 

authors and sources, of actuality of information, of feedback mechanisms, of quality 

assurance procedures, of advertising, of financing, of cooperation, and of use and 

protection of data. 

2. High quality content. 

3. The operator’s model that is motivation and background of online communities’ 

operators. 

4. Access rights to various functions with the community assigned according to the status of 

the individual member. 

Then, the authors show how to support perceived goodwill. “The perceived goodwill of the 

users among themselves is supported by the possibility for members to forego anonymity by 

displaying data contained in the user profile” (Leimeister et al., 2005, p. 110). 

Success Factors and Strategies for Managing Online Communities 
Hagel and Armstrong (1996) focus on business and strategic advantages for organizations in 

investing in online communities. They analyze the benefits for companies in investing in online 

communities, and they suggest ways to achieve them. In the short run, businesses that try to 

satisfy both relational and transactional needs will get in returns greater customer loyalty and 

insights into the nature and needs of their customers. In the long run, they can create value in four 

different ways: 

1. Charging usage fees. This is seen however as a method with quite a few flaws because 

communities want to maximize the number of members and the amount of time they 

spend on the site to make it more attractive to other users. Fees discourage users. 
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2. Charging content fees to download an article or a picture, or for obtaining access to 

material. 

3. Revenues from transactions and advertising. For transactions, communities’ organizers 

are able to get deals directly with the producers and increase their margins. 

4. Some communities will be able to create synergies with other part of their business. 

Software companies could save the cost of physically distributing their software, updates, 

or upgrades; other companies could reduce their customer service costs. 

How companies adopt these models of value creation can vary according to their business and the 

needs they address. Many rely on one model, but innovative communities blend the four models. 

Hagel and Armstrong (1996) indentify a few management issues that creators must considers 

when starting a new community: 

1. Strategies for competition mainly address the questions of how large is the economic 

potential and how intense the competition is. What makes a community attractive is a 

great number of potential users, the likelihood of frequent use and intense interactions, the 

attractiveness for advertisers, and the willingness of users to participate in frequent or 

valuable transactions. 

2. Design must be planned according to how the community may be segmented in the future. 

The more detailed the segmentation the greater the appeal the community has on users’ 

narrow - and possibly more passionate - interests, but the smaller the size. 

3. Operating the community involves managing different activities that are represented by 

different roles. Moderators keep discussions focused, injects new topics and provocative 

points of views. Merchandisers will identify goods and services that are likely to be 

attractive to the community members, negotiate with the providers and the market them to 

the community. The editor is in charge of managing the content including external 

providers, special events, and the look of the community. The archivist maintains and 

organizes the content over time. The usage analyst studies data on users’ behavior and 

gives recommendations for the producer. The new product developer keeps the 

community fresh and distinct from its rivals. 
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4. Partnerships may be necessary for some companies in order to get the knowledge they 

lack in some areas and to compete effectively. 

A community, as shown before, is very much dependent on the voluntary commitment of its 

users. Community organizers must find ways to increase activity. Only when the community is 

active and offers fresh material, it will become attractive for other users and it will grow. At the 

same time the community needs many users to always offer new material. In order for a 

community to fall into this virtuous circle, researchers have offered a few guidelines and 

strategies to follow. 

Preece (2001) focuses her research on usability and sociability of online communities to 

ensure success. Sociability is “concerned with developing software, policies and practices to 

support social interaction online” (Preece, 2001, p. 349). Usability, instead, “is concerned with 

how intuitive and easy it is for individuals to learn to use and interact with a product” (p. 349). 

The concepts are closely related but usability is about how users interact with technology, while 

sociability how they interact with each other via the supporting technology.  

Preece (2001) also provides characteristics and measures to describe success through 

sociability and usability. Determinants of success related to sociability are: 

1. Purpose. The number of messages indicates how engaged people are, which in turn shows 

how well the community serves its purpose. Also interactivity, measured by thread depth 

and breadth, and reciprocity, which is giving to a community as well as taking from it, are 

possible measure of success. 

2. People. Number of participants is an easy indicator, which can be refined by analyzing 

active users, and the percentage of lurkers. 

3. Policy. It can be assessed by their efficacy to keep flaming and uncivil behavior out of the 

community. Trustworthiness is important but more difficult to assess. 

Usability determinants are: 

1. Dialogue and interaction support. How easily commands are executed, and feedback to 

support interactions are a few of those.  

2. Information design. It regards how easy is to read and understand information. 
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3. Navigation. It means how easily users move around and find what they want.  

4. Access. It means how easy it is to download and run community software. 

Learning speed, productivity, user satisfaction, retention, and errors are all measures of usability 

determinants. 

Putting participation at the center, Andrews (2002) builds a framework to help community 

organizers to stimulate relationships. When starting the online community, designers need “to 

bridge the gap between the familiar, trusted face to face and the unfamiliar not trusted online 

environments” (Andrews, 2002, p. 65). They need to build a reputation through alliances, deliver 

focused content that targets the audience’s primary interest, and implement outreach transitional 

events. Second, they need to encourage early online interaction through reinforced purpose, 

crafted policies to meet audience-expressed expectations, privacy guarantees to increase trust in 

the community, interwoven content and discussion to give members the opportunity to comment, 

virtual conferences, virtual meeting, and incentivized volunteerism rewarding active users. The 

third and final step is moving to a self-sustaining interactive environment enhancing the 

community experience through private discussion groups, information sharing, and recognition 

programs. 

 Koh, Kim, Butler and Bock (2007) suggest how to stimulate participation starting from the 

analysis of previous studies. Kim (2000) describes four principles for sustainable communities: 

clear purpose or vision, clear definition of members’ roles, leadership by community moderators, 

and online/offline events to strengthen identification within the community and with one another. 

Williams and Cothrel (2000) point out how important is to strengthen relational ties and suggest 

similar ways to do it: clear vision, opinion leaders, offline interactions, basic guidelines and 

useful content are a few requirements. Then, other studies focus more on technical factors, but a 

socio-technical view is considered a more complete approach to the issue. Koh, Kim, Butler and 

Bock (2007) propose four-stimulation drivers: 

1. Leader involvement is critical to build relationships and develop user-generated content. 

Leaders have the essential role to promote collaboration and trust with a clear vision, thus 

fostering users’ participation. 
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2. Offline interaction is face-to-face meetings to increase the social presence of community 

members. 

3. Usefulness is needed to create sustainability. Members need to get some benefits that 

surpass the costs of membership. They need to believe that the content offered is useful or 

valuable. 

4. IT infrastructure quality is needed to allow members to interact. When the quality is poor, 

context becomes a major impediment. Satisfactory system-response time, user-friendly 

interfaces, and reliability very much affect how members use the community. 

The greatest driver affecting posting activity resulted to be offline interactions, while for viewing 

activity resulted to be usefulness. Offline interaction is important because it strengthens intimacy 

among members, and it motivates them to post content increasing the awareness of others in the 

community. Managers should find ways to strengthen the social identity of community’s 

members either by creating offline events or adopting multimedia support, all ways to help users 

matching their real names or appearance with online nicknames. To maintain the value of the 

community, instead, managers should introduce systems of peer evaluation for posted materials, 

while, at the same time, leaders should filter postings. 

Kling and Courtright (2003) see trust as the major asset of a community and a necessary 

condition for active participation, and consequently success. They assert that for an online group 

to become community trust and reciprocity must occur through processes and practices that 

require investments of time and resources. Trust is a required element in online communities 

because people share experiences and thoughts, and they learn new ideas; participation involves 

risk. At the same time it is harder to establish because people don’t see each other. Members need 

to constantly communicate to build trust and relationships, and it is a long process to establish it. 

For a successful community, managers should focus on the creation of system to create and 

support trust. 

Leimeister, Sidiras, and Krcmar (2006) believe that success of online communities can be 

measured from different perspectives. The measures differ according to the different views: sense 

of virtual community from members’ point of view, and financial criteria from operators’ side. 
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The focus of the research is on members and it uses financial success, lifetime, and continuous 

growth of membership and user-generated content as measures. The results show the most 

important factor contributing to the success of a community is handling data sensitively. Other 

factors identified for success are stability and reaction time of the web site, and high-quality and 

up-to-date content. Other factors of lower importance shows a difference of relevance between 

female and male community members: supporting the community by regular real-world meetings 

was more important for women, while encouraging interactions between members is more 

important to men. Non-commercial community operators are more or less in line with members, 

except for arranging regular events and encouraging interaction between members. On the other 

hand, commercial operators have a quite different opinion on success factors: it is very important 

reaching a high number of members in short periods, evolution of the community according to 

members’ ideas, offering up-to-date content, support by regular meetings, regular events, intuitive 

usability, and personalized products and services. 

Leimeister, Sidiras, and Krcmar (2006) give final recommendations for managing virtual 

communities: 

1. Performance and security matter. 

2. Content is king. 

3. Member data are sensitive resources. 

4. Do not be technology or feature drive but focus on performance and reliability. 

5. Manage community discretely and expediently; react quickly to problems but intervene as 

little as possible. 

6. Less is more. Limit events because they have less importance to users than to operators. 

7. Let members participate in modification of design, functionality, and the scope of 

offering. 

8. Support member contact and interaction. 

The primary importance of performance, security, up-to-dateness, and quality of content both 

to operators and members found by Leimeister, Sidiras, and Krcmar (2006) is confirmed by Lin 

and Lee (2006). They find that three dimensions of quality (system quality, information quality, 
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and service quality) influence loyalty and user satisfaction. System quality criteria are: reliability, 

access convenience, ease of use and flexibility. Positive results for these factors resulted in 

positive influence on satisfaction. Information, such as information accuracy, timeliness, 

usefulness, completeness and customization, quality has significant influence too. Similar effects 

came from service quality that comprises virtual appeal, trustworthiness and responsiveness. 

One way to increase participation is trying to involve more lurkers. Ridings, Gefen, and 

Arinze (2006) show how trust is a very relevant issue that keeps lurkers from active participation. 

Community organizers should carefully plan the design of the community trying “to increase 

their level of trust. This could possibly be done by providing a community moderator, policing 

the community for unruly, untrue, or inappropriate posts, rating of other members both 

quantitatively (such as the number of posts) and qualitatively (such as the quality of their posts as 

rated by the community), and by enforcing the security and privacy policies of the community” 

(Gefen et al., 2006, p. 344). 

Ren, Kraut and Kiesler (2007) also give recommendations to administrators and founders of 

communities depending on whether the goal is to create identity-based communities with the 

mission to discuss about a defined topic, or to create bond-based communities where the goal is 

to promote relationships among individuals. In common-identity groups the mission should be 

clearly stated and the conversation should be kept on topic. In common bond, instead, the focus is 

on building relationships, so members should be encouraged to talk about a wider range of topics. 

This is because “constraints on content make the site less appealing to people who want to know 

individuals better, whereas off-topic conversation and personal information on a site can undercut 

identity-based attachment” (Ren et al., 2007, p. 396). Second, administrators should consider 

community size in accordance to the community objective. When a community grows too much, 

the communication volume can overwhelm people and result in high turnover. High turnover is 

less a problem for identity-based communities because a large number of users provides rich new 

content. For bond-based communities, instead, unconstrained growth can be overwhelming and 

the turnover can make the community seem impersonal. One solution is creating sub-groups 

where a set of the population can congregate. Third, it is important to consider the core members 
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who are the most frequent and loyal members. In identity-based communities they “are normally 

defined or identified by their level of expertise”, while in bond-based communities they “are 

normally defined by persistent relationships among known group members” (Ren et al., 2007, p. 

398). Managers should look on how to recognize and motivate them to keep their above-average 

contribution, at the same time being careful to encourage new comers. Finally, managers of the 

community should consider subgroups to divide the community goal into interdependent goals, 

minding not to undercut the overarching goal of the community as a whole. Usually they are 

more compatible with bond-based communities to support existing relationships. 

Ewing (2008) recommends a careful planning of the level of control and freedom users will 

have. “Tight control will limit the appeal of the community but may also prevent it developing a 

culture that damages the content motivation of participants. Low levels of control are more likely 

to result in engaged participants and creative output, but will also increase the level of ‘noise’ and 

off-topic conversations” (Ewing, 2008, p. 586). The author then suggests six ways to spark 

conversation: 

1. Classic or dud which it means asking if something is classic or dud creating a forced 

binary to open up to discussions. 

2. Taking sides, which is another forced-binary tactic that best works when two related 

things are compared. 

3. Search and destroy, which is asking contributors to decide what to search out and what to 

destroy in a category. 

4. Concern trolling that is asking a few questions to undermine or challenge believes. 

5. Events and rituals to stimulate discussion and reinforce community ties. 

6. Polls. 

Keeping community active and growing is usually the main goal for online communities. On 

the other hand, an uncontrolled growth can have negative effects on communities. Hummel and 

Lechner (2002) offer some suggestions to prevent negative network effects that come from large 

social networks as information overload, loss of focus and loosen social relations. They can lead 

in loss of motivation and increased number of lurkers and free riders, then resulting in a decline. 
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One option is splitting up the community in different threads. The second alternative is scalable 

interaction services as archives to structure and organize the communication and make interaction 

persistent. Filtering and aggregating information make the interaction more scalable. In this way, 

Hummel and Lechner want to keep managers from pushing communities to an excessive growth 

that can have an opposite effect. 

Evolution of Online Communities 
When describing participation in online communities, Ewing (2008) proposes a different 

approach: he sees them as evolving in time. Over time users’ motivations and interests shift from 

content to relationships in what he describe participation life cycle. This change has an impact on 

community development and culture, making threads less discursive and more conversational in 

tone. “The emergent social culture may have an impact on the quantity of useful content 

produced, as more of contributors’ energies go towards interaction with other members – but this 

is balanced by the higher level of engagement socially motivated participants feel with the 

community” (Ewing, 2008, p. 581). Elders are important for the functioning of a community but 

they can become jaded, uninterested in the content, but still contributing because they enjoy the 

social elements of the community. This phase can lead into the legacy phase, in which members 

reduce and terminate their involvement. This phase can be quite long and their contribution is not 

always helpful here. Keeping a stable level of newcomers is important for the community in order 

to keep itself focused. 

Iriberri and Leroy (2009) study the online-community-development process to provide success 

factors for each phase. Different moments in the community’s life make certain design 

components most relevant opposed to others. The authors use a broad literature base to support 

their analysis covering different disciplines that took part, over the years, in the online-

community debate: computer science, information systems, psychology, sociology, and 

management. Each discipline offers accordingly a different view of the subject: technology and 

media mechanisms, development and applications of online communities, relationship and 

attachment among community members, physical versus virtual community comparisons, and 
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value of user-generated content. They give a valuable understanding of online communities and 

they identify success factors. Computer science focus on internet technology; information 

systems on life cycle, web development, users needs, sociability and usability, privacy and safety; 

psychology on sense of community, uniqueness and motivation; sociology on identity, physical 

community, social capital, and collective action; management on customer loyalty, business 

models, and organizational knowledge. “But little effort has been made to identify when in the 

life of the community each component or success factor must be implemented or to what degree 

to maximize its impact on success” (Iriberri et al., 2009, p. 15). 

Iriberri and Leroy (2009) identify five stages of the community life cycle: inception, creation, 

growth, maturity, and death. To each stage corresponds different user needs. It is therefore crucial 

to understand them and identify what users and management will need in each stage to develop 

the community and encourage participation. At inception, “the idea for an online community 

emerges because of people’s (members and operators) needs for information, support, recreation, 

or relationships” (p. 19). A vision of the community begins to form depending on the need the 

community addresses. Then technological components must be planned according to the needs of 

the creators and potential members. The second stage, creation, starts when technological 

components are in place and when the initial group of members can interact. When enough 

members have joined, a culture and an identity of the community begin to develop; a common 

vocabulary is created and roles start to appear as well as communication rules. When the 

community matures, “the need for a more explicit and formal organization with regulations, 

rewards for contributions, subgroups, and discussion of more or less specific topics is evident” (p. 

14), “The community is strengthened and trust and lasting relationships begin to emerge” (p. 14). 

Along all the stages new members keep joining while old members, whose needs have been 

satisfied, leave. When new members join in, the cycle of interaction repeats because new 

members bring new ideas of discussion and their roles change. Many communities thrive in this 

stage for a long time, others change course or add new features to keep users interested. Others 

incur in decline and death, facing “poor participation, lack of quality content, unorganized 
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contributions, and transient membership” (p. 15). Fig. 2 graphically represents the cycle when the 

community thrives. 

Iriberri and Leroy (2009) integrate the different success factors identified by previous 

researches in a more integrated system that is organized by the different life cycles. 

 
Fig. 2 Online-community-success factors in a life-cycle perspective (Iriberri and Leroy, 2009) 

During inception the idea for an online community emerges to satisfy some kind of needs. The 

success factors at this stage are: 

1. Purpose. It must be clear to creators and they need to explicitly write it. 

2. Focus. Creators must know the needs they address and identify characteristics of the 

target audience to address them in the best possible way. 

3. Codes of conduct. Rules must be established to contain possible conflicts and to monitor 

behavior. 

4. Trademark. It is important to have a tagline to differentiate the community and express its 

nature and to trigger in the right audience the desire to participate. 
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5. Funds and revenues. A few options are: private funding, membership fees, fee per use, 

and advertising. 

During creation creators select the technological components to support the needs of the 

community. The success factors here are: 

1. User-centered design and evolution to maximize their benefits. 

2. Interface usability to make the community as simple and easy to use as possible. 

3. Security and privacy. 

4. Anonymity to allow users to decide on the level of identity disclosure they want. 

5. Identity persistence to identify other members and learn their history. 

6. Reliability to ensure stability of the site. 

7. Performance to ensure a well functioning web site. 

In the growth stage, the community spreads and a culture forms. It is important that creators 

ensure new members visit the community and join in, and that their integration is smooth. Up-to-

date content and trust building is really important here. In details: 

1. Attracting new members through the existence of offline groups and offering real life 

status symbols and privileges. 

2. Growth management through control, contribution reminders, setting of goals, and 

framing similarities of opinion and uniqueness of contributions. 

3. Integration of new members through assistance by more experienced members. 

4. Up-to-date content. 

5. Content quality. 

6. Interaction support to encourage relationships through member directories, photographs 

and videos, and commenting features. 

7. Trust building through clear identification of users and member profiles, and transparency 

of providers. 

8. Sustaining neutrality when presenting and selecting offers. 

9. Reaching critical mass. 

10. Transparency through trustworthy operators and affiliation with established organizations. 
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11. Personalization of portal to better fit users’ preferences. 

12. Personalization of offers which means offering personalized products and services for 

community members. 

13. Offline events and meetings to better build trust and relationships. 

Maturity occurs when the previous stages are successful, and the community matures into 

formal organizations. Creators need to focus on sustainability and continued success. The success 

factors are: 

1. Regular online events. 

2. Sales and offers. 

3. User tools to work with shared materials, recommender systems to match users’ profiles, 

commenting systems, search engines and document storage. 

4. Permeated management and control that is integrating members into the community 

administration. Volunteers are critical to provide services and they must get support. 

5. Recognition of contribution, which means operators should appreciate the contribution of 

members and reward volunteers. Recognition can be realized through real-life status 

symbols, recognition by name and positive feedback, and gifts. This can also happen by 

just making visible contribution to members. 

6. Subgroup management by supporting sub groups. They offer a segmentation of 

communication and users, and they make it easier to better personalize the offer with 

appropriate communication channels and increase value for users by better satisfying their 

needs. 

7. Recognition of loyalty through special treatments for loyal members. 

8. Member satisfaction management through a continuous focus on user needs. 

Once communities mature, they make take different paths. Some sustain themselves and 

continue to success, some change, and others die. Determinants of community death are: 

undersupply of content, poor participation, unorganized contributions, transient membership, 

weak members’ ties, lack of anonymity, concerns about privacy and safety, shyness about 

posting, and time limitations. 
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Why this Research 

The studies reported in the previous sections analyze different aspects of online communities. 

First, they demonstrate why the study of online communities is so relevant today: communities 

create social capital, sustain consumption situations, enable and foster the creation of 

relationships among users, and between consumers and companies. In a service-dominated 

economy where information, knowledge, connectivity and relationships are increasingly 

important, online communities create relevant business opportunities. 

Subsequently, online communities are described. They rely on voluntary participation, which 

is why the study of the motivations to take part in a community constitute an important part of the 

research. Motivations to participate are described in many different ways: internal and external, 

identity-based or bond-based, etc. Different types of users also have different motivations: lurkers 

versus posters, and newcomers versus elders. Cooperation is a general norm ruling online 

communities, which do not rely on formal rules but work based on trust. Each of these articles 

focuses on a different aspect, and consequently suggests the contribution of a specific element for 

the success of the community.  

Iriberri and Leroy give a more comprehensive view on success factors. They include in their 

analysis all the previous research, and organize it by community life cycles. They describe the 

different moments in the life of a community: each phase has peculiar characteristics that make it 

different the other stages. Therefore, in order to sustain success the community has to focus on 

different aspects at different moments in time.  

This paper focuses on the drivers that motivate users to participate or, in Iriberri and Leroy’s 

terms, on the success factors of online communities in their maturity. In more detail, the objective 

is to establish the relevant factors that are bound to have the greatest impact on community user 

participation.  

Methods 

The empirical research is made of two parts. The first part, a qualitative study, is conducted to get 

in-depth, first-hand data on the topic. It is meant to create a list of items that appear to be relevant 
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in the involvement of users in the community. This list is compared with Iriberri and Leroy’s list 

of success factors for the maturity stage, and adjusted with their findings.  

The second part, a quantitative study, is constructed to run a factor analysis. The objective here 

is to simplify the list and come up with a smaller number of factors that explain the most 

important participation drivers. This part is also meant to put this study on more evident grounds. 

The qualitative part of this study involves two online communities. The first one, called 

Rasengan D20, is an Italian role-playing-game community started in October 2008. The founders, 

four Italian college students, were so passionate about role-playing games and Japanese manga 

cartoons and stories that they invented a new game that combined both interests into a new 

original initiative. They thought that other people could be interested in their work, so they 

decided to put it online and build a community around it. The community experienced a very 

short but fast growth, and it is now dead. The second community, called Arena365, is a social 

network on sports and active living that offers both technical tools to measure and keep track of 

training, and “social” tools to create groups, facilitate discussions, sharing experiences, etc. It was 

created by two Copenhagen-based companies that felt that something was missing in the market. 

It was launched in August 2009, and it is growing internationally. This part of the empirical study 

is based on extensive insight observations.  

The author had access to much information on Rasengan D20’s situation and evolution in time 

because she is closely related to one of the founders. The same can be said about Arena365 

because she worked as an intern in the company. Information accessibility from within was one 

of the main reasons for selecting these two communities. Another reason was the willingness of 

the managers of Arena365 to support the analysis with the distribution of a survey to the 

members of the community. The two communities nonetheless presented enough common traits: 

both can be defined as communities of interest, or, according to another classification, identity-

based. According to Kozinets (2002), qualitative research is important to reveal “the rich 

symbolic world that underlies needs, desires, meanings, and choice.” Among the most popular 

methods are in-depth interviews, focus groups, and market-oriented ethnography. Focus groups 

and personal interviews are more convenient in terms of required time and simpler than 
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ethnography. On the other hand, ethnography, even if it requires greater resources, offers less 

obtrusiveness, artificiality, and decontextualization than the other two methods. Kozinets 

proposes “netnography” to extend the strengths of market-oriented ethnography, and at the same 

time reduce the amount of resources required. Netnography means ethnography on the Internet 

and it “uses the information that is publicly available in online forums to identify and understand 

the needs and decision influences of relevant online consumer groups” (Kozinets, 2002, p. 62). 

When a few data were acquired through observation, and for Arena365 also participation, two 

focus groups were held to complete the qualitative analysis. The focus groups are organized in 

three parts: the first for the introduction and growth phases, the second for the maturity, and the 

third for the decline. The questions asked are the same for the three different phases: about users 

and their motivations, about their activities, and about the content shared in the community.   

The four founders of Rasengan D20 participated in the first focus group. In April 2009 the 

community was already dead, even though the number of visits to the manual of the game in the 

website was still growing. The community at his peak had about 500 users, and, given the fact 

that it was just for the Italian market and that it was targeting such a narrow niche of role-playing-

games and manga lovers, at that time it can be considered quite successful. The interviewees 

could offer a very broad view of their community because they had experienced all the life-cycle 

phases described by Iriberri and Leroy. Hence, their focus group went on for quite a long time, 

and covered all the stages providing interesting insights on participation changes.  

The second focus group was held later the same month with the two managers of Arena365 

(including the founder). Even though a focus group should normally involve about six people, the 

two people involved in this focus group were the most knowledgeable of the site and could offer 

complete observations and substantial opinions because they had been present and managed the 

community on a daily basis throughout its whole existence. The community at the time of the 

interview had been alive for less than a year, and it was still growing, with about 5,000 users, and 

was reaching an international target in its multi-language version. This focus group could only 

include two (introduction and maturity) of the planned three parts (the decline phase not yet 

reached). 
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The discussions that took place at the two focus groups were recorded (see the transcripts in 

Appendix 1 and 3), and then analyzed in order to categorize the different themes emerged in a 

life-cycle perspective. From this analysis the emergent themes regarding motivations and 

participation were gathered to form a list of 28 items.  

The second part of the analysis now takes place. The objective, and the purpose of this thesis 

as well, is to find the most relevant drivers of community participation. Hence, a factor analysis is 

needed to reduce the number of items and let the most important factors emerge. For this purpose, 

a survey for the Arena365 users was developed and distributed via the Arena365 platform. Within 

a couple of months 75 responses were received. For a factor analysis concerning that number of 

items at least 125 responses are considered desirable in order to get meaningful results. To reach 

that number a second generic survey (not referring to any specific community in particular but 

interviewing respondents on the online communities they participate in) was built and distributed 

through the author’s network. A resulting total of 125 answers were combined in the analysis. 

The list of items to put to test had thus to be reduced to 22, since six items had lost significance 

on this new extended and more generic base. 

The sample of 125 respondents was randomly selected, and is composed as in Graphs 1 and 2 

and in Table 1. They show a majority of Danish and Italian respondents and the same number of 

males and females in the group. The age span of the sample is quite large showing a majority of 

users born in 1986. 

 

50% 

29% 

21% 

Danes 

Italians 

Other Nationalities 
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Graph 1 Nationalities represented in the sample (%) 

 
Graph 2 Sample's gender composition 

 
Tab. 1 Age of the sample 

Results 

Qualitative Analysis: the focus groups 
Two focus groups with the founders of two online communities were held to get a better 

understanding of participation, and to get an experienced point of view on the factors affecting 

users’ involvement. In line with the research objective of identifying the key factors of the users’ 

involvement, this study focuses on how to keep users loyal to the community in order to prevent 

decline, and not on how to attract new users. 

63 62 

M 

F 

N Valid 125

Missing 0

Mean 1978.07

Mode 1986

Std. Deviation 10.614

Variance 112.648

Minimum 1938

Maximum 1993

Age Statistics
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The focus groups with the founders of Rasengan D20 and Arena365 give interesting insights 

on participation, the first part focusing on the introduction and growth period, the second on the 

maturity, and the third on the decline. This structure is meant to see whether there is a shift in 

participation along the way, and to detect the signs of decline. This paper shows the findings that 

are relevant to the objective of the research, and summarizes them in Table 2. (For the complete 

focus group transcripts please refer to Appendix 1 and Appendix 3, or to Appendix 5 for a 

summary). 

In the introduction and growth period users mainly join the community because they have an 

interest in the topic the community is built around. With a few small differences between the two 

communities due to the different nature of the two (Rasengan D20 is a community built around a 

new role-playing game, while Arena365 is a community for sport lovers that offers different 

practical tools both for individual and team sports), users see the community as a way to solve a 

problem or satisfy a need they experience, purposes that can be achieved through the information 

they can find and the technical tools that are made available, or through the personal contacts they 

can establish with people with similar interests. In this phase users are quite active online and 

offline in the community, and share high quality information that is coherent with the objectives 

of the communities. Social interactions are quite low, and a few users start to get more attention 

than others for their greater passion, commitment and/or knowledge. Participation is 

characterized by a strong presence of the creators who, at the beginning, provide most of the 

needed support to the new participants. The best contributors are very active and involved in the 

community: they are enthusiasts. A few users start to show a stronger interest and presence. 

The maturity period was fully analyzed in the Rasengan D20 focus group, while for the 

Arena365 maturity can only be projected, being the community still in its growth phase. During 

maturity, users keep participating for of the same reasons: they have a passion, they look for 

information, and they want to use the tools. Others reasons appear, though: they want to give 

back to the community by helping and sharing their knowledge, and they become more 

emotionally connected to the new network of just-made friends. Interpersonal relationships can 

be quite strong, to the point users meet offline (Rasengan D20). The communities grow to greater 
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dimensions and greater value both in terms of number of users and amount of information. Due to 

the increased traffic and different needs of their users, both communities went through a few 

structural changes; Rasengan D20 added a few sections to split discussions into topics and 

threads, while Arena365 added tools to improve the platform experience. Participation is still 

focused on the topics of the communities, however contributions tend to become somewhat more 

personal and to deal with people’s experiences and related topics. All this is more evident in 

Rasengan D20, but a similar trend can be identified in the development of Arena365 as well, 

which shows that the community is increasingly heading toward social interactions and a more 

personal attachment to the community of a higher number of users, now becoming friends. 

Differentiation among users is remarkable: the most active, reliable, expert, and interested 

become a point of reference to the others. The creators rewarded the best users officially by 

giving them more responsibilities in Rasengan D20, while at Arena365 they hope to do so in a 

near future. Users who continuously and regularly contribute to the community, who are 

supportive and understanding of other users, who are capable to involve and solicit others’ 

participation are spotted and identified as best users. The interviewees claim that this official 

rewarding instills great enthusiasm in the community, as a recognition that personal effort is 

appreciated by the creators, and contribution is considered valuable.  

In the decline phase, though only Rasengan D20 could be analyzed, a very small number of 

users still go to the community, for reasons of loyalty and emotional attachment to the 

community, even though it is moving towards death. They feel proud to still be part of it because 

they believe in the game, and it is also a way to distinguish themselves from the mainstream: they 

want to be in a community that is no longer so popular because they feel different and apart from 

the mass. The community has also become a place where they can kill time, and chat just about 

anything because they feel at home in the company of old trusted friends. Among the few who 

stay are the ones who received official recognitions, who keep going because they feel they are 

someone important there. At this stage contributing means writing just about anything, and the 

quality of the information shared becomes very low. The best contributor could be someone who 

has the willingness to suggest new topics and create some novelties. The creators are convinced 
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that lack of innovation, in conjunction with their own lack of interest, and limited investment in 

the community, was the reason for the decline. Just offering a few updates would give the 

community a new life. 

 Tab. 2 Online community participation by phase 

In conjunction with the analysis of the focus groups it emerges a change in the participation 

pattern through the different stages, and a decline in the quality and quantity of information and 

activity after the maturity. This makes it critically relevant to study users’ participation after their 

first joining the community, in order to find what is most important to them and how their level 

of interest and participation evolves with time. This research is meant to identify the factors that 

affect users’ participation, and to suggest community managers ways to avoid decline and keep 

users motivated and increasingly loyal to their sites.  

Introduction/Growth Maturity Decline

1. interest 1. passion 1. loyalty, emotional 

attachment

2. solve a problem, need help 2. talk about experiences 2. passion

3. get a direct contact with 

people with your interests

3. social connections 3. pride

4. share experiences 4. share knowledge, helping 4. kill time

5. social interaction 5. friendly place to chat

6. get information, use tools 6. distinguish oneself

1. active 1. user differentiation 1. few active users

2. share high quality 

information

2. interpersonal relationships

3. low social interactions 3. higher involvement

4. beginning of user 

differentiation

4. official reward to the most 

active users

1. very active presence of 

creators

1. self sufficient, smaller 

creators' role, more power to 

selected users

1. reduced, limited to the few 

who have an official role in the 

community

2. focused on the game 2. mostly focused,more 

personal experiences, and a 

few off-topic conversations

2. mostly off-topic, low quality

3. best contributors are 

enthusiastic and involved

3. best contributors are 

constant in posting and patient 

with new users

3. best contributior is someone 

who suggests new topics

REASONS FOR JOINING/STAYING

USERS

PARTICIPATION
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Quantitative Analysis: the survey 
The analysis of the research qualitative findings leads to the emergence of attributes that are 

considered by the founders of the two communities important in order to characterize users’ 

involvement in their communities. These elements are summarized in the previous chapter for the 

two communities (see Table 1). A few additional attributes are added considering the literature 

available on the issues, especially Iriberri and Leroy (2009), who provide a more systemic 

structure to previous research. The result is a list of attributes listed below in random order: 

1. Killing time. Users participate and spend time in the community also as a way of 

occupying their time. 

2. Interest in the topic the community is about. One important reason to be, participate and 

stay in a community is the interest in the topic or purpose of the community. 

3. The bigger the dimension of the community, the higher the level of participation. The 

more users are present in a community, the greater the involvement of each member 

because higher levels of activity create up-to-date content, which in turn attracts 

participation. 

4. The value of the community in general depends on the number of its users. The greater the 

number of users, the higher the value of the community in terms of what it can offer to 

them, both in information and human connections. 

5. Connections to friends increase the community’s value. The more friends one user has in 

his network, the greater is the value of the community to him. 

6. Friend connections increase active participation. Users are more involved in the 

community and they participate more often when they have friends. 

7. Administrators should satisfy users. Users feel more involved and loyal to a community 

when they know the community administrators or managers listen carefully to their 

requests and try to satisfy their needs. 

8. New features increase interest. New features, as what the platform enables its users to do, 

increase users’ interest in the community. 

9. Novelties in the content increase interest. 
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10. The attention a user contribution receives increases his motivation. Users want to feel the 

community appreciates their effort. 

11. Sharing one’s expertise and becoming a point of reference to other users increase 

involvement. Being recognized as an expert in the community improves one’s willingness 

to contribute. 

12. A shared and visible ranking of the most active users in the community can increase 

users’ willingness to regularly contribute. 

13. Sharing results and experiences increments users’ motivation. 

14. Cooperation and reciprocity are part of being part of a community. Users value as 

important contributing and giving back to the community, since they expect the same 

from others when they need help. 

15. Polite relationships. Users believe it is important to behave politely with others as a norm. 

16. It is important to contribute to the community and users should make available to others 

their own expertise and knowledge. 

17. Users value the opportunity provided by the community to connect with people who share 

their interests and, for that reason, are similar to them. 

18. Sharing with other users and making comments and receiving feedback is relevant to 

users, who feel their contribution is valuable and appreciated. 

19. The possibility to create events increments users’ motivation to participate. 

20. Loyalty to a community is not just technical or rational, but it involves users on a more 

personal level. 

21. The possibility of creating subgroups increases users’ involvement. They take charge of a 

small part of the community. 

22. Users enjoy the availability of different subgroups to share more specific and more 

suitable information. 

These items are expressed in statements to which respondents had to agree or disagree in an 

online survey. The number 125 is considered the minimum sample size due to the very nature of 

this analysis (that is number of attributes and type of analysis to be carries out). The survey was 
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made available in the Arena365 community web site. It was impossible to make the survey 

available in the Rasengan D20 web site, since the number of users is currently close to zero. From 

Arena365, 75 survey responses were returned, with respondents randomly represented in the 

sample. This number of respondents was considered not sufficient to develop a factor analysis on 

the number of items studied. So a second version of the survey with a more general approach was 

distributed to random community users, and the required sample of 125 random respondents was 

obtained. 

The survey (see Appendix 5) is structured into two parts. The first is quantitative and requests 

to rate each attribute in a scale from 1 to 5 (1=totally agree, 2=mostly agree, 3=neither agree or 

disagree, 4=mostly disagree, 5=totally disagree). The second is both quantitative and qualitative 

and it mainly relates to personal data. 

The objective of this part of the research is to weigh and to reduce the number of attributes 

down to the most meaningful set, in order to simplify the study, sharpen our understanding of 

online communities, and, finally, establish the most important factors that impact participation. 

A factor analysis is applied to the list of attributes, where the most acceptable results come 

from the factor analysis with Varimax rotation that leads to a reduction from 22 attributes to 7 

factors. The result is shown in Table 3. 
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Tab. 3 Factor analysis with Varimax rotation 

The selection of the above 7 factors emerges from the Eingenvalues, which at 7 are all above one, 

and from the cumulative variance explained, which can be considered satisfactory at a level of 

63.455 %. The Scree Plot indicator is more ambiguous, so the selection was made on those two 

more evident indicators. 

When the new factors are put in the database as new variables, a cluster analysis is run. The 

most acceptable results seem to appear with 3 clusters (see Table 4 and 5 below), since all the 

clusters show a number of cases non-inferior to 30, which for a 125 sample can be considered a 

right cluster size, and at the same time allow for some kind of user differentiation. 
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Tab. 4 Number of cases in each cluster 

Tab. 5 ANOVA 

The three clusters show a relevant number of cases (each of them more than thirty), and represent 

the factors with a high significance. 

Analysis of Results 

With the factor analysis of the previous chapter, seven factors are identified out of the complete 

list of items to explain in a simpler way users’ participation in online communities. The 

attributes, which in the analysis are joined together in the same factor, are now analyzed in order 

to find a common thread and give them meaning. 

The first factor, FAC_1, includes: the importance of contributing to a community’s activities, 

the opportunity to connect with similar people, cooperation and reciprocity, that is the importance 

of helping someone and getting the same in return, and the importance of receiving attention and 

Cluster Error

Mean Square df Mean Square df F Sig.

FAC_1 5.713 2 0.923 122 6.192 0.003

FAC_2 17.918 2 0.723 122 24.795 0

FAC_3 6.719 2 0.906 122 7.414 0.001

FAC_4 10.003 2 0.852 122 11.735 0

FAC_5 8.793 2 0.872 122 10.081 0

FAC_6 3.419 2 0.96 122 3.56 0.031

FAC_7 24.356 2 0.617 122 39.467 0

ANOVA

The F tests should be used only for descriptive purposes because the clusters have been 

chosen to maximize the differences among cases in different clusters. The observed 

significance levels are not corrected for this and thus cannot be interpreted as tests of the 

hypothesis that the cluster means are equal.
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being acknowledged by the community. These elements are correlated and positively valued by 

users. In other words, they represent an unknown element that positively influences users’ 

commitment. The second factor, FAC_2, includes: the possibility to be part of a smaller group 

inside the community, sharing and posting comments, the emotional attachment to a community 

as a result of personal relationships with others, the recognition of an expert by the community, 

and new features in the platform. Here, the type of relationship of these elements with 

participation is negative (they are negative statements in the survey). The third, FAC_3, includes: 

friend connections related to personal involvement, sharing results or experiences, creating 

events, number of users, and network of friends related to the value of the community. All these 

elements result in increased community activity. The fourth, FAC_4, comprehends the belief that 

administrators serving users’ needs, novelties and user rankings increase involvement. The fifth, 

FAC_5, is about participating as a way of killing time and creating groups as a participation 

booster. The sixth, FAC_6, values the presence of other users and the importance of polite 

relationships with them. The last one, FAC_7, is about participation as a positive result of the 

personal interest in the topic of the community. 

The seven factors are labeled in this way: 

1. Social participation. 

2. Technical participation. 

3. Network of friends. 

4. Characteristics of the community (or external factors). 

5. Extras. 

6. Relationships with other users. 

7. Interest in the content. 

These labels are, of course, arbitrary, and better definitions could be found. But the essence 

behind these new factors is what matters. Social participation expresses the general social 

component of interaction that motivates users. In other terms, it regards those drivers that move 

people to be together to enjoy being part of a group. Technical participation wants to express the 

motivations that come from a more technical and more disconnected-from-the-others use of the 
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site. These motivations are not related with the interest in interacting with others, and they can be 

described as rational. Network of friends expresses a direct involvement with specific users in the 

community. Characteristics of the communities are those external motivating factors that come 

from outside and are directly influenced by the players behind the community. Extras are those 

motivations that seem not to be directly related with the others, but that make users linger in the 

community. Relationships with other users convey the relevance of relationships that should 

satisfy users both in quality and in quantity. Interest in the content is the interest users have in the 

topic or objective of the community. 

As already mentioned, the total variance explained is 63.455%, which is generally considered 

an acceptable level. The variance that each factor explains can be seen in Table 6. 

 
Tab. 6 Variance explained 

It can be inferred that social participation is the greatest participation driver for community users, 

while the content seems to have the smallest role. This can be quite confusing but it should be 

considered in a long-term perspective, in the sense that while interest in the content or object of 

the community is what drives users at first, once the community is established, users start looking 

with increasing interest for the social side of the community experience. 

Additional analysis was carried out to understand whether these factors have an impact on 

another variable, that is the time dedicated to community activities. The time users spend online 

is considered a dependent variable, a sign of the level of personal involvement in web activities, 

and consequently in online communities. Time spent online is also a variable easily measured, 

and can support the behavioral study of community users. Ballantine and Martin (2005) argue 

that the longer the time an Internet user spends online, the more likely he will gravitate towards 

Total %

Social Participation 5.195 23.614

Technical Participation 2.094 9.517

Network of Friends 1.831 8.324

Characteristics of the Community 1.477 6.714

Extras 1.206 5.48

Relationships with Others 1.136 5.166

Interest in Content 1.021 4.641

VARIANCE
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some kind of online group, thus increasing the chances that a kind of dependency develops. A 

regression analysis was run which shows that just the technical participation alone affects the 

time people spend online. The characteristics of the community show a negative beta, so the 

technical participation only should be considered (Table 7). The result of this regression analysis 

goes quite against expectations. Such expectations that social participation has an effect on the 

time spent online were based on the factor analysis results which showed the importance of the 

social elements, and also on Ballantine and Martin (2005)’s research. 

 
Tab. 7 Regression results 

After analyzing and characterizing the factors, one needs to qualify the clusters to better 

describe and differentiate community users. First, means are taken into account.  

 
Tab. 8 Clusters' means 

Table 8 shows the means of the clusters for each factor. Graph 3 provides a more graphical 

representation of the means of the clusters. 

B Std. Error Beta t Sig.

(Constant) 5.392 0.18 30.031 0

Technical Participation 0.448 0.18 0.216 2.483 0.014

Characteristics of the Comm -0.374 0.18 -0.18 -2.074 0.04

a. Dependent Variable: InternetTIME

Unstandardized Coeff Standardized Coeff
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Graph 3 Clusters' means 

It can be inferred (see Table 9) that cluster one includes users who value better the social 

component. Cluster two is about appreciating the technical part of the community, the component 

that does not include relating to others. The third cluster includes users who are motivated by the 

content and the relationships they can form in the community.  

 
Tab. 9 Highest and lowest mean values 

Table 10 shows an attempt to classify the three clusters and to give them a name. 

 
Tab. 10 Clusters' labels 
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CL1 CL2 CL3

Social Participation 1 3 2

Technical Participation 3 1 2

Network of Friends 3 2 1

Characteristics of the Community 2 1 3

Extras 3 1 2

Relationships with Others 3 2 1

Interest in the Content 2 3 1

Cluster % of the Sample Label

1 41.6 extroverts

2 24 learners

3 34.4 networkers
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Users in the first cluster are supposedly outgoing types: they like interacting and connecting with 

others, they like to receive attention, and they believe in contributing and reciprocating. 

Extroverts are “social types” because they are motivated by activities that create interactions with 

others. The second cluster, the learners, gathers users who participate not to socialize but to 

cultivate their specific interests, who believe less in contributing and more in an external support 

that should come primarily from the community managers. At the same time learners like to 

create groups and they are motivated by the possibility to see a ranking of the top users. They 

tend to look for experienced users whom they can resort to for technical advice, and seem quite 

focused on acquiring knowledge and information. The third cluster, the networkers, includes 

users who want to build or maintain strong relationships, create a tight network, and, at the same 

time, they feel very strongly about their interests. 

Now the clusters have a psychographic characterization, but no characterization regarding sex, 

education or other demographics has been done yet. Table 11 shows the gender distribution in the 

three clusters, where no relevant distinctions appear. It looks like men and women are more or 

less equally distributed in the clusters, with only a very small difference appearing in the learners 

and networkers: women tend to be more interested in relationships than in the topic of the 

community. 

 
Tab. 11 Gender distribution in the clusters 

Additional variables are investigated. Asked whether they believe to be the first in their network 

to discover new websites, most respondents in all clusters say “no” as shown in Table 12. 

However it emerges that in the learners’ cluster the belief of being first movers is largely higher 

than among outgoings and networkers. They appear to be more expert and looking for new 

opportunities or additional knowledge to acquire. 

 

CL1 CL2 CL3

M 50% 53.33% 48.83%

F 50% 46.66% 51.16%

CL1 CL2 CL3

Yes 3.85% 16.67% 2.33%

No 75% 53.33% 79.07%

Don'tKnow 21.15% 30% 18.60%
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Tab. 12 First movers distribution in the clusters 

The cluster-two interest in learning is confirmed by the fact that it shows a slightly higher 

education level (Master and Bachelor degrees), though the only PhD graduate is in cluster one 

(see Table 13). Table 14 shows a higher percentage of learners taking part in more than four 

communities, thus demonstrating a wide range of interests. 

 
Tab. 13 Education levels in the clusters 

 
Tab. 14 Number of online communities users are part of 

In the end, an analysis is performed about the hobbies users practice offline, to double check the 

actual level of social activity of our community members. Table 15 reports contradictory results 

between the offline activities of users and their online personalities. Cluster one, the extroverts, 

should represent outgoing, active, extroverted types in the offline world. Nevertheless in their 

hobbies they show higher interest in reading than in other activities. Cluster two, the learners, 

shows a preference for spending time with the family, which is counterintuitive to the expectation 

of a higher interest in reading, which in fact came out weaker than in the other two clusters. 

Cluster three, the networkers, did confirm the expected attitude towards cultivating relationships 

as their favorite hobby, and spending time with their families, both social activities. 

CL1 CL2 CL3

Elementary 5.78% 6.67% 2.33%

High School 13.46% 13.33% 23.26%

Bachelor 40.38% 40% 39.53%

Master 38.46% 40% 34.88%

PhD 1.92% 0 0

CL1 CL2 CL3

1 28.85% 10% 32.56%

2 21.15% 23.33% 30.23%

3 32.69% 23.33% 23.25%

4 11.54% 16.67% 11.62%

5 0 10% 2.33%

>5 5.77% 16.67% 0
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Tab. 15 Hobbies preferences in the clusters 

Conclusions 

The purpose of this analysis is to investigate the reasons, motivations, expectations and 

behavioral patterns underlying participation to Internet communities, a phenomenon that presents 

broad personal and life-style implications, as well as commercial opportunities. In so doing, this 

study is based on, and provides somewhat of a contribution to, the vast ongoing research on the 

subject and the extensive available literature regarding motivations and participation in online 

communities (as listed in the References section). It is particularly in debt to the Iriberri and 

Leroy’s work that puts in a systemic perspective numerous previous findings. 

Of the different stages of the online community life cycle, this research exclusively focuses 

on the users’ participation in the most stable phases of the community, following the community 

creation and member recruiting, and preceding its decline and death. A stage that we can broadly 

refer to as maturity, when the main objective is maintaining the users active and involved in the 

community. The underlying aspiration is to provide online-community creators and managers 

with a better understanding of their community users’ needs, from which tools and techniques can 

be envisaged in order to increase satisfaction, involvement and participation, to identify, detect 

and prevent the signs of decline, and to extend the useful community life span, that is its maturity, 

to a longer period of time. 

To support this goal two real-life examples of Internet communities have been analyzed in 

detail, one that has come to the end of its meaningful life, the other still alive and well. They 

provided the basic material of empiric evidence, contact with the funders and those people who 

have been managing the communities, both at amateur and professional levels, and access to a 

meaningful basis of their community members. 

CL1 CL2 CL3

Reading 71.15% 60.00% 60.46%

Friends 61.54% 56.67% 72.09%

Watching TV 44.23% 46.67% 48.84%

FamilyTime 42.31% 76.67% 62.79%
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What this study has primarily achieved is the identification, out of a much larger number of 

possible contributing elements, of a limited number of factors that drive participation in an online 

community. 

The empirical analysis is made of two parts. The first part is the qualitative research, aimed at 

achieving a deeper understanding of the issue, and at identifying, with the support of the available 

research, a list of elements affecting users’ participation. In the second part, the quantitative 

analysis, these elements are shortlisted down to the seven factors that, in combination, explain 

roughly 63% of the total variance. The seven factors that drive participation are: social 

participation, technical participation, network of friends, characteristics of the community, 

extras, relationships with others, and interest in the topic of the community. Social participation 

turns out to be the most important driver (roughly 24% of variance explained), while the interest 

in the specific topic of the community appears to be of the least importance (with less than 5% of 

variance explained), thus confirming Ewing’s study that shows a shift of interest in time from 

content to relationships. Some of the users are still motivated by a very strong technical interest, 

but technical participation takes the second place and a much inferior level of importance 

compared to social participation. Characteristics of the community are important too, but, again, 

less of a motivating factor for active participation than the social aspect.  

The importance of relationships can be explained by the fact that, in the more stable phase 

considered by this analysis, membership turnover is lower than in the previous and/or subsequent 

phases. Ewing showed how at this stage of the community life there are few new members, and 

the average user has been part of the community for some time. Members become somewhat 

uninterested in the content, but they continue to contribute because they enjoy the social elements 

of the community. 

But, on the other hand, attention should be made when this stage is reached, since this is 

precisely the time when the germs of decline start to sink in. As Iriberri and Leroy highlight, for a 

community to continue to thrive new members are needed to join in and keep bringing new ideas 

to the discussion. When this cycle stops, and the member interactions stabilize mostly on the 

basis of consolidated social relationships, then the community incurs decline, facing poor 
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participation and lack of quality content. This leads to the conclusion that attracting new users is a 

necessary factor to avoid decline. 

In addition and as a complement to the above, Kozinets (1999) shows how critical it is for a 

marketer monitoring the amount of time virtual community members spend in group 

communication, as well as the kind of the communication itself. In fact, and as a general trend, 

community interactions shift from an initial factual information type to one that mixes factual 

information and social or relational information. Understanding these different types of 

interaction enables marketers to realize an interaction-based member segmentation: devotees and 

tourists tend to use primarily the factual information, while minglers and insiders tend to be more 

social and relational in their communication. The social orientation focuses on a more personal, 

sometime long-term, gratification, as opposed to the factual orientation that uses communication 

as a means to accomplish specific goals. The social orientation brings higher levels of loyalty, 

that Kozinets assesses in terms of depth of experience and emotional devotion.  

This research recognizes the importance of relationships, also in their social components, and 

is in agreement with Kozinets’ conclusions that value social relationships for the emergence of a 

deeper emotional attachment to the community. On the contrary, other research has been looking 

at the social side of community relationships quite differently, whereas Ewing, Iriberri and Leroy 

believe that the emergence of social relationships mostly brings about a decrease in the quality of 

the group content. 

The growing importance of online relationships is again confirmed by the growth of such 

social networking sites as Facebook. Social networks are online communities whose only explicit 

purpose is to create and maintain social relationships. They are bond-based communities, as 

opposed to traditional communities of interest that are identity- and content-based. However, as 

Iriberri and Leroy (2009) notice, these very social communities are now evolving into “vertical 

social networks for members with similar personal interests” (p. 13), that is vertical social 

networks similar to the traditional communities of interest in that they attract people with same 

specific interests, but with the valued addition of the social networking services and 

opportunities. 
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Furthermore, in a later part of the empirical analysis of this research, clusters of the user 

sample are identified on the basis of the newly found factors. The first cluster is characterized as 

extrovert or outgoing because its members are most driven by the social factor. The second 

cluster is defined as interested in learning because it is mostly driven by the technical factor. The 

third cluster is labeled networkers because its members like to cultivate friendships and 

experience relationships online. 

At this point we see two new areas opening up for further analysis on this topic. The first in 

terms of opportunities to apply, and further verify, the results of this research to larger and more 

international communities, also to factor in possible local or regional member peculiarities. The 

second area of research stemming out of this investigation lies in the field of practical suggestions 

to managers and corporate community promoters, who need to understand the dynamics of the 

evolution of their communities, so that appropriate measures to counter the trends toward decline 

and loss of significance and attractiveness can be identified and brought to bear. 
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Appendix 1 – Focus Group Rasengan D20  

This focus group with the founders of Rasengan D20 was held in their mother language, Italian, 
on 01/04/2010. Here it is possible to read an English translation that left out the less relevant 
parts. 

I=Interviewer, 4 founders= Luca, Giargo, Bruno, and Jack 

I: Thank you for taking part in this focus group. Please think of Rasengan as a living being that 
has a start, then it grows, matures, and finally declines. Where is Rasengan D20 now? 

Bruno: We are more or less in the decline, almost death. 

Luca: We are 90 years old, going to 100, we hang on to life by a thread. 

I: Okay. I ask you to think about three moments: growth, maturity, and decline. Let’s start from 
we you are today. Can you describe the community now? 

Luca: It is empty. 

I: Give me three words to describe it. 

Luca: First, empty. 

Jack: Very low activity. And we, the founders, completely uninterested. 

Luca: Yes, we are absent, we don’t go there much anymore. There is left just a small … just 4-5 
people. 

Jack: We are present in the new community we have founded. We are active there. 

Giargo: The community lives out of those few people who have nothing to do in life, and they 
say: “what shall we do? Let’s not go in the new community, let’s go in the old one where there is 
no one!” It’s much more… 

Bruno: It’s more fashionable. 

Giargo: You are more outlier if you go in the old one. 

Bruno: Since we found a new community, the ones who were most involved in the game they are 
the only one to go back in the old community. Mostly because they play the game more. 

Jack: It could also be a matter of pride. 
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I: How many users? 

Luca: The active ones are like 5, registered more than 200. About 250. 

Jack: An interesting thing is that one out of the very few is a user who comes once in a while, 
then goes, and then another comes again. It’s a cycle that repeats. 

Giargo: Yes, it’s the user who suddenly finds the game, tries to go in the community, he can’t 
know the community is almost dead, he enters, introduces himself, without noticing that the last 
post is from long ago, and then what does he do? There are our moderators who, nonetheless, 
every now and then go in the community, and they welcome the new user. 

I: Have you changed anything in the community, since the beginning? 

Giargo: We added a few sections… A few sections because the users needed them. 

Luca: A while ago though. Not long from the launch, answering the requests of users. 

I: Can you describe the users today? 

Jack: They are the 2 moderators, a very few affectionate, and that new user who comes and goes. 
The average user is a young man from 16 to 20 years old, a manga lover. 

Bruno: Actually Naruto, and role-playing games. Maybe more D&D than Naruto. 

Giargo: While the community is dead, the site is still going. One person who goes in the site can 
still access then link there that goes in the community. 

Jack: The site still receives a 100 visits a day. The site is very visible; when you look for Naruto 
online, the first 3 forums that come up show our link. But the community is dead today. 

Luca: The community was made after the site. The website is just content, what we have created, 
and it still has a good flow of visitors… 

Bruno: We are getting to a 100,000 visits. 

Luca:… the community was created as a consequence of the site and it had had a good success. 
Now the community is dead but the site still works. 

I: Why there are a few who still enter now the community?  

Bruno: Because the community is a good point of reference if you are just new to the game, and 
you don’t know what it’s about, or you need some clarifications. You go and see the community 
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to see if someone has already asked the same things that you want to ask, or, if no one has, you 
can ask… so, it is a point of reference… a sort of a boar to see updates. 

Giargo: For people who reach the site, the community, even though they have never seen it, has 
the same purpose that it had at the beginning. That is, if you have a question, a doubt, you enter, 
you ask, and then the moderators verify that they actually get an answer. 

Jack: Some people just go in the community because they find the game interesting, they like it, 
so they want to meet us, since we [the creators] should be there. To get to know who created the 
game. 

Bruno: I believe that, I am not saying we are famous, but we are known. 

Jack: In this field. It is not that common, we are the only ones to have had the idea to do 
something like this. Now someone is coming out with something similar to us with another 
cartoon. 

I: So the new ones now come for the game. 

Giargo: Actually, if you read the introduction messages, often there is that search for a contact 
with who…that is someone who plays, regarding the game, but not only questions on things, but 
also to get a contact with others who play. Because they say: “Hi, I hope to like this community, 
thanks for creating it…” hence, without asking questions, just to meet other people, hoping to 
find other people who play the game. 

Giargo: To share gaming experiences. Also because they are people alike, you suppose they are 
alike just for the fact they are using the same product [the game]. 

Jack: Also for the idea that you can say: “I would like to make a change in the game, but maybe 
you find you want to do it too, you people who are the creators?” So they suggest it. It is a 
possibility that we give, others don’t give it. 

I: What do you do today in the community? 

Jack: We are really rarely present there. 

Bruno: We have the two moderators for a reason, because we had no wish to go there often 
anymore. And also, there is no need for us. We were present at the beginning to clarify doubts, 
Then, we delegated the responsibility to someone else, because these people were almost better 
experts than us… so we don’t go anymore because there is no need anymore. 

I: What are the few people in the community doing now? 
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Bruno: They write silly things. 

Luca: They use it as a chat room. 

Giargo: We have a chat that is available in the home page, and it is much more used than the 
forum, which is used to write completely silly things. 

Bruno: The last post was about 1000 monkeys to kill. [laughing] 

Giargo: it’s madness. 

Jack: Many come to comment on the chapter of the manga which comes out in the week. 

Bruno: Or other games that come out. Someone wrote about Final Fantasy 14. 

Giargo: They talk about their interests. Since they are just a few, they act like they are at home, 
and they talk about every bloody thing that crosses their minds. 

Bruno: One wrote his car broke down. 

I: Are the moderators the same? 

Jack: Yes, always those two. 

I: What are their powers? 

Luca: They have less power than we do.  

Giargo: They cannot modify the forum, the structure… they can modify posts. 

Bruno: They cannot cancel users. In practice, they speak for us, nonetheless they cannot make 
radical modifications, or ban users… 

Jack: They are simple users who have some rights that we gave them; they can cancel a message, 
modify it… but usually they just cancel them when they get un-polite and offensive. They have 
the possibility to warn, to say to a user that if he continues behaving that we, WE – because they 
can’t – could cancel the user. 

Giargo: We delegated the moderators to answer questions. They are so very knowledgeable… it 
is some implicit that they do anyways, without the need for us to tell them to, and, if we are not 
there, since they know the manual by heart, they answer for us. 

Jack: Without them the community would have been dead long ago, instead died more or less 
recently. 
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I: How did you select them? 

Luca: They were the most active. 

Giargo: And also the most trustworthy. The best for this role. 

Luca: They gave the best answers, and they were closest to our way of thinking. 

Giargo: There were as active users as them but they were writing bullshit. These guys, instead, 
were giving intelligent answers. They were polite, they had a good attitude… 

Bruno: The time that we had a fight, they were the ones to defend us. 

Luca: They supported us, they always were mediators. 

Giargo: They were already doing what in theory a moderator does, without us telling them. So we 
said: “since they do it, we should give them this reward” 

I: What do they do? 

Bruno: They should do what they did before, ma there is no possibility because there is no one 
asking. They welcome new users, and let them know that it is difficult to interact because the 
community is almost dead. 

Jack: The community live as long as we have problems in our manual. The more expert we get 
and we correct the mistakes, there is no need for the community anymore. 

Bruno: They were created to correct our work. 

I: Is there any limits in the conversation? 

Bruno: There is a section called “to chit-chat” made just for that… there you can just talk about 
anything, as long as you are respectful to the others, as in any other community. 

I: Are the two moderators friends? 

Luca: Yes, and they are even from the same city. They have played together. 

Giargo: The other users now are occasional visitors, so they don’t have the time, because the 
community has no life. There is no time and structure to create relationships as it happened time 
ago. 

I: Are the moderators always there? 
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Luca: One hour a day I think so. Once many users were there all the time. 

I: What went wrong? 

Luca: Us. It was our fault, if we really wanted, with some injections we would have managed to 
keep it alive. But we didn’t want to play to the game anymore, we wanted something new, that is 
why we created a new game with the new community. The community is just for us, to help us 
improving the game. 

Giargo: We could have, but we had no interest. 

Luca: We got tired, and gave up. 

I: What could you have done? 

Bruno: It’s quite simple, be there first, then continuous updates… 

Jack: The famous manual correction that never came out… 

I: So why these two moderators keep doing that? 

Giargo: A little for passion, as it was at the beginning. 

Jack: Sociopathy, they have no friends. [laugh] 

Bruno: A little because they are affectionate to the community, a little because they have nothing 
to do, … 

Luca: Then they found a little recognition in our community, they feel important. They have the 
occasion of feeling important here. A recognition that for someone is an objective. 

Giargo: Sociopathy. If you have a life, you can’t always be there. 

Jack: Once coming back late from a party, I went online at 2 am and one of the two moderators 
was still there. 

I: What are the criteria to judge who is the best contributor today? 

Jack: Someone who makes the effort to go in a community that has nothing to offer, and that has 
no traffic. 

Giargo: More for the fact that he is so emotionally involved, that can’t avoid to keep going back.  

Jack: He is someone who gives it a little life, even if it’s little. 
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Bruno: He keeps it alive. He is very loyal. 

I: What is contributing today? 

Luca: Continuing to answer to new users.  

Jack: Today, maybe just being there. Just being present in a community that is almost dead, it’s a 
big contribution. Then, treating new topics, trying to suggest novelties… 

Bruno: We should make the community bigger, because like it is now is not going on. Like 
inserting new sections, new themes… 

I: How new? 

Luca: That weren’t included in our initial project. 

Jack: We could suggest and introduce novelties that are also official. It is useless to say that ours 
would be the would be the best contribution to bring the forum to life. But we have no wish to do 
it. 

I: How about the others? 

Luca: They can talk about games, sport… anything they want. Today is anything. 

Jack: They could also create an update. It is something written that other users can print. But they 
don’t do it because we don’t care about reading and approving it. 

I: Can you describe the contributor of today? 

Giargo: Someone who has nothing to do and wants to save the community with a lot of updates. 
Since he has nothing to do, he could be a great contributor to our community. 

Luca: Someone who has the willingness to work and modify our manual. You need willingness to 
do it and time. But it is not easy, it takes a lot of work. 

Jack: The best they have dome is suggest that we do it. 

I: So what should you do to save the community. 

Giargo: We could do many different things, any small modifications or novelties, if only… 

Luca: If we were more present, if we really did something… 

Giargo: Just showing we are there. 
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Luca: Just a little hint that we are working on something… Just talking. 

Giargo: We could also easily give something new, the manga is going on and we have 200 more 
new chapters [since we wrote the manual] we could use. 

Luca: Another reason of failure was that we started to work on a new game for us, and the few 
users left went in the new community 

Jack: Just the very few affectionate stayed, also with a sense of revenge. They don’t even want to 
look at the new game. They are extremists. 

I: Okay. Now I am asking you to go back in time to when you founded the community. How did 
it start? How did you get the idea? 

Jack: The community came out naturally after the game. The question is how did you create the 
game? Luca made a suggestion as a joke, but he joked with the wrong people. So we went on. We 
wanted a game for us, and it took a long time to create it. 

Jack: A very long time. It took 3 months…150 hours of preparation to create the game. 

Luca: And since we liked the game, we thought it came out well, we said: “let’s put it online, we 
like it and there are a lot of people like us.” 

Bruno: In two days after we put it online we had 10,000 visits. 

Giargo: We were used to hang out in communities, so we said: “okay, let’s publish this product, 
and it needs a community.” 

I: When did you put it online? 

Luca: It was October… October 2008 when we put it online. But we started working on the game 
2 years ago. It’s about 6 months of work. 

Jack: We worked many hours a week, about 6 hours. 

I: Why did you put it online? 

Bruno: Well, for a sense of… you know, we created ourselves a game, and we wanted to see 
how… 

Luca: If it was a something written down on a post-it, it’s one thing. We worked a lot on it, we 
created a .pdf manual, it felt like a waste just keeping it to ourselves. 
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Bruno: We could have done it just for ourselves. But the text and the graphic would have been of 
much less quality. Since we decided to share it, the work has been much greater. 

Jack: It’s also for getting something back, I am not talking about money because we didn’t make 
any, but to get other people’s appreciation, so you also make a greater effort. 

Giargo: It gives you an extra motivation having that kind of objective. You need to write with a 
certain level of precision and be clear. 

Luca: We had so little experience, so we needed to have feedback. That is why with this new 
game we created, the community has no life. We had more experience and the manual was almost 
perfect, so we didn’t actually need a community. There was nothing to be explained or to be 
corrected, the community never took off. 

I: When you created Rasengan D20, did you know about some communities similar to yours? 

Jack: No, there wasn’t. There was a Naruto D20, but it didn’t have a community. And Naruto 
D20 was based on another game, D&D, and it was an extension of D&D. Nothing particularly 
new. What we did it was to create a new game, totally independent, that doesn’t need the support 
of any other game’s rules. 

Luca: At international level there was an English community, stil very active. They have many 
users because it is in English, and people who work on the community work there full time, they 
are interested and active. We are not. In the Italian market, there was just that D&D expansion 
with strong limitations. But we were the only one to create a whole new game. 

Jack: With that other Italian community they mostly get D&D fans, not many Naruto fans. With 
Rasengan D20, we address people who love manga and role-playing games but not necessarily 
D&D. 

I: Who was involved in the project? 

Bruno: The four of us. We have invented the game, wrote the maual in .pdf, we created the  site 
and open everything... we also advertised it. Giargo had many contacts in many communities. 

I: Can you describe the community then in three words? 

Jack: Active, proactive, and also dispersive. Active because users were always present, willing to 
make intervenctions, willing to work together in a group. Everyone, both us and users. There was 
always someone connected, at least 4-5 people online at the same time. 

Bruno: In the peak moments we were having 10 users connected at the same time. Also when we 
weren’t growing anymore, there was a good traffic, for as long as we didn’t give up. 
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Jack: We had a problem with few users who were aggressive with us because they wanted some 
updates. We said we were going to make them, but we didn’t. We also had announced we were 
working on a new game, and they complained we weren’t taking care of this community. They 
wrote to us in a very offensive way, they behaved against the rules. So Luca, Giargo and I left the 
community. 

Bruno: I was the only one officially staying in the community, and of course the moderators. 

I: How many users did you have in the peak? 

Luca: About 250-300 signed in for us, but many users were already signed in the Forum 
Community group where we created our community. Counting that, I think we had more than 
500 active users. 

I: How long did it take to get to the peak? 

Luca: About 10 days. 

I: Wow, fast. So in 10 days you reached the maximum number of users? 

Giargo: Not the maximum, but about 50%, and the community lived for about a year... and in the 
first 3 we had the maximum, and then... 

Bruno: I think it went by waves. We had a boom in the first week, then they came in waves new 
users. 

Luca: Yes, it depended on the ads. When someone published an article somewhere, people would 
read it and then they were coming. 

Jack: And we could have kept the enthusiasm but we were the ones to lose it, but if we didn’t, we 
could have probably been alive now. 

Luca: The thing is that when we launched the game online, we already had been playing with it 
for a while. We had started again the third time by then. We should have launched a new version 
of the manual, an improved version, but we never did the update. The manual was left like this… 

I: Who was the average user? 

Luca: Always the same, 15 to 20-21 year-old male… with a lot of free time because they were 
really present in the community but also because he had to have time to play the game… he is 
passionate about manga and role-playing games. 

Jack: A narrow target: he needed to be passionate about manga, Naruto, role-playing games, had 
to have time and a group to play… 
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Luca: It’s a role-playing game, you need to be at least two, but better 3. 

I: Can you describe the personality? 

Jack: You can conclude that they have a strong personality, they want to be seen, to show 
themselves to the group… because they arrive at signing in the community, so they want to get in 
contact with someone. Otherwise they can just visit. Then they want to suggest materials, want to 
know about novelties, get to know the creators… 

I: Why do you think they became users? 

Jack: They are proactive, they want to get to know the creators and other users who play the 
game, and share experiences, and they also want to get extra material or suggest themselves 
something new. 

Giargo: They wanted to participate. 

I: What were they looking for in the community? 

Luca: They were looking for answers, wanted to get updates, getting to know when the updates 
where coming out, and many were curious to see how other users were playing the game. 

Jack: Sharing experiences. 

I: Did this change from the first period to the maturity? 

Jack: Yes, because the game got to occupy a second place. 

Bruno: Then there was that incident… it was at the maximum level of activity; there was a very 
hectic posting activity. A few were crossing over the limits, of the limits that were supposed to 
exist between them and us… They were just too involved in the game. 

I: How about your role? Make a distinction between growth and maturity. 

Luca: At first, we were answering doubts. No one knew the game. We were the creators, and we 
knew more. Users were coming and we were answering everybody… […] Our direct 
involvement lasted more or less a month, a month and a half. Afterwards users, at least the ones 
who arrived just at the beginning, started to get familiar with the material... our participation 
could decrease because once someone asked something, other users were answering already 
before than we could do it. And it was good for us, because at first we had to deal with 50-60 
questions at a time. After the first period, we could slowly get out and give the moderators the 
task… 

I: When was that? 
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Luca: Abut 3-4 months from the launch. 

I: How did you select them? 

Jack: They were the ones answering questions. 

Luca: The ones who were most present and gave the most intelligent answers… 

I: So your role disappeared in the maturity? 

Luca: Yes, because we delegated them to answer, then sometimes we would do it too, but… it 
was not necessary anymore, and at the end, if there was a particular debate the last word was 
ours, but for the more normal and practical stuff we weren’t needed anymore. 

Bruno: At the beginning we were there everyday, more or less an hour a day. When we 
established the moderators, much less. When you went there, the questions were already 
answered. 

I: What was your role? 

Luca: At the beginning it was answering questions. Then, since the activity was really high, we 
had to insert new parts in the community. We just wanted at the beginning to correct the manual, 
but since the users were many and there was confusion, we were almost obliged to open new 
sections inside the forum. 

Jack: The section “relax” and the section “chit-chat” were added after a month to try to establish 
an order. 

I: What were the users doing at the time? 

Giargo: Questions about the game. Then they were contributing with the game, they were 
suggesting new materials created by them because we said we were looking for feedback. 

Bruno: First questions, then corrections and suggestions. 

Giargo: Then even new materials. 

Luca: At the beginning it was just conversation about the manual, then, once we opened those 
new sections because users were starting to go off-topic, they started to talk about anything: other 
manga, or… 

Bruno: Our topic is limited, so it’s natural to talk about something else.  

Jack: You can’t constrict a community into a certain area, you just can’t. 
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I: In the maturity, how much of the conversation in percentage was related to Rasengan? 

Everybody: 50-50 

I: What was the other 50 about? 

Bruno: Either about the manga or … 

Giargo: Many chit-chatting about the manga of our game, and then they always liked to talk 
about their experience, of other manga, and also a few other things that have nothing to do with it. 

Luca: Or games you can play in forums. 

Bruno: That is why we opened new sections, the community needed it.  

Luca: A forum cannot go on with one-sentence answers. 

I: Did you make any friends in the community apart from you four? 

Jack: No. 

Luca: We know a few, we have their contacts on Facebook. 

Giargo: You chat sometimes. 

Bruno: I also met a few. 

I: Do users meet? 

Luca: Yes, a few. For example the two moderators are friends. And a few met a fair in Lucca. 

Jack: We have a few on Facebook, but not much else. We chat, and ask how they are doing. 

I: For you the community is just functional for the game. What does the community represent for 
the other users?  

Giargo: For the users, when they first approach the game and they don’t know if they have 
anybody to play with, they don’t know how much the game is interesting… the community, then, 
is very important to them. That is just seeing that there is a community behind, that there is 
people playing, there were many experiences to read, there was a lot of material, there was 
interest, there were questions and answers, you could have answers and could meet the creators… 
to see this kind of background, you value the game much more positively than a game that is just 
published online. 
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I: Do you think they also find game partners in the community? 

Luca: That is difficult because users come from different cities; they need to find a group among 
their real-life friends. But if the forum was still alive, we could have maybe organized… 

I: Do you think users involve their offline friends in taking part in the community? 

Jack: Not always. 

Giargo: Not always, but often new comers introduce themselves as: “I am a friend of…, he was 
the one to introduce me this community.” Many users came as a consequence of others. 

I: When one leaves, what happens to his friends? 

Giargo: It depends on the reason why he leaves. Often he doesn’t play anymore, and 
consequently also his friends…since they don’t play, they don’t have that much interest either. 

I: How would you judge the quality of information shared at the beginning and maturity? 

Jack: Good at first, because we were the ones answering. And also later quite good because the 
moderators who took our role had reached such a level of experience that they could deal with the 
questions as if they were us. 

Giargo: There was also other content suggested by users that could be interesting to the audience, 
even though we didn’t appreciate it much, users did. So the quality was good until the decline… 

Jack: Yes, it was a case in which the community died not for absence of quality content, but it 
was our fault. 

I: But you said that 50% was off-topic? 

Jack: Yes, but still interesting. There were interesting interactions. Maybe a 10% was total 
nonsense in the maturity, while today a 100%. The rest were topics related to manga, or to the 
real life but that gave opportunities for further interactions. 

I: A few relevant conversations in the growth and maturity. 

Giargo: In the growth technicalities about the game and manual. In the maturity, they suggested 
some material that was actually usable, and we said: “this is approved by us” and it was inserted 
in the manual, and we thanked them. 

I: What didn’t you like in the community in the growth and in the maturity? 
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Luca: In general, some very immature users. They way they talked, very insisting with us, and 
asking things as we were doing that for our job. We were doing that just as a hobby, and instead 
they were behaving as if we did that full time. 

Bruno: They wanted all and straight away. “Why didn’t you do this yet?” “Because we have a 
life.” 

I: What did you do? 

Giargo: We try to control with the moderators, then we got tired. 

I: Your role at the beginning was technical, but what was in the maturity when you nominated the 
moderators? 

Jack: The moderators were answering questions, while our roles were the same: answering to 
questions and stuff that users suggested, but we just did it less often. 

Luca: A small general supervision. 

I: Why did moderators do all that? 

Jack: For passion or for a lack of other community to use. 

Bruno: For the role they get. It’s an opportunity we gave them, and they took it. 

I: Who is the best contributor in the maturity? 

Jack: This is quite unbelievable, but one of the best contributors is one of the guys who made us 
really mad. 

Jack I would say a moderator. 

Luca: The moderator after. At the beginning it was that guy that made us lose our patience. 

Bruno: He was really proactive. 

Luca: He had suggested a lot of things. He wanted updates of the whole manual… 

Jack: Updates, novelties, corrections, valid topics of discussions. The thing is that later he showed 
to have a personality… 

Giargo: He was such a focus person that he was really into it and he wanted very fast feedback 
from us. 
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Bruno: But he was answering impolitely to other users who were new, he was a bit of a show off. 

Giargo: He was too much into the game. 

Luca: So in the first phase, he was this guy. Very enthusiastic, some who gets carried away. 

Bruno: The problem is that he got too much carried away. 

Jack: Enthusiasm almost to the point of being fanatic. 

Bruno: And when he was interacting in the community, he treated badly new comers, and had no 
respect for the community. 

Jack: He was among the firsts.  

I: And in the maturity? 

Luca: Then, it was one of the moderators. Here you don’t reward the enthusiasm anymore but 
being constant. It is someone who is constant, steady, and he comes back day by day, and even if 
the hectic initial part is over, he is there anyways, and he shows to know the manual. 

Giargo: As the forum itself. He lives of enthusiasm at the beginning, then he needs to be 
constantly there. 

Jack: He is probably very patient. He is a patient person because he needs the steadiness to 
continue to go in a community that, I am not saying that is declining because it is not yet, but has 
a certain stability. 

I: What does he do? 

Jack: He answers, he is available even to answer questions that at this time could be considered 
stupid. He is able to welcome new users. 

I: Thanks. I am almost done. Your age? 

Jack: We are all 21. 

I: Students? 

Everybody: Yes. 

I: How much free time do you have? 

Luca: When there is no exams close, a lot. 
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I: What do you do? 

Jack: Role-playing games, we go out… 

Bruno: Sports. 

I: How much time you spend online? 

Luca: 3 hours a day. 

Jack: A couple. 

Others: A Lot. 

Appendix 2 – Rasengan D20 timeline 

 

Appendix 3 – Focus Group Arena365 
 
Transcription of the focus group held with the founders of Arena365 (19/04/2010) 
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I: Thank you for being here. This interview is for my thesis, I am writing about participation in 
online communities along the different life cycles. Okay, I am going to start with an introduction. 
Can you describe Arena365 in short, with just 3 words. 

Lise: 3 words. It’s active living, it’s social network, and it’s… 

Brian: Communication? 

Lise: Yes, or planning. 

I: How did you get the idea to connect sports and social networking? 

Brian: In general we saw the need, the unmet needs in offline sports and active living. Therefore 
we thought maybe we could use a social network platform to help this and to build bridge 
between offline and online activities. 

I: Okay. So who got the idea? Was it you Brian? 

Brian: Yeah. Well it was Essencius who got the idea. 

Lise: Yeah, and then you made an agreement with your friend. 

Brian: Yes, but first, after one year approximately, so we started off. Yeah, we used 
approximately one year, thinking about how the concept should be, should we focus on a niche? 
Or should we focus on making an holistic approach for all sports, etc., etc., etc. So we made it 
like a long a description and then we hired an external consultant to help us figure it out how to 
program the site, how could we develop it. And later they became owners of 50% of Arena as 
well because they were very interested in operating it.  

I: When was that? When did you start with the idea? 

Brian: mmh… when did I start with the idea? 

Lise: So we launched in August last year, August 2009. And I have been working on it… 

Brian: We started programming it in the beginning of January, didn’t we? 

Lise: Maybe a little before than that, because I have been working on it since September 2008. 

Brian: Then I started probably in the beginning of 2008, from the 1st of January 2008 or 
something like that. 
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I: SO, one year and a half from when you started thinking about it to when you launched. 

Brian: Approximately. 

Lise: A bit more, maybe. 

I: What was the reason you decided to create it? 

Brian: There were different reasons. One was that when we started up Essencius we had idea, a 
vision that we wanted to be able to track performance in people’s active living activities. And that 
was because we had like a clear focus at the beginning on medical, health, active living and sport 
in Essencius as a communication agency. We wanted not only to advice and help our customers 
with their health and active living activities, so we wanted to tap more into the area and be able to 
do a difference ourselves. 

I: Do you know about any other community that is similar to yours? 

Brian: Mmh… 

Lise: There are actually quite a few launched in the same period as our own, but they are not, they 
don’t have quite the same focus. There are both Danish players in this field and also international. 

Brian: Yeah, actually we don’t have a clear view on how many there are because there are 
probably quite a lot. But just in Denmark we could find easily 5-6 competitors that in some ways 
are regarded as competitors.  

Lise: For instance, Endomondo but they are also focused on distance sports. And they started off 
by having technical equipment that you need to put into your either your watch or your cell 
phone, and you need to bring that along while you are running to track that, and you could import 
from that things into the computer.  

Brian: Yeah. One of the reasons we have so many competitors is because we chose a holistic 
approach, so we wanted to make one-shop solution. So, no matter what kind of sport you were, 
like, practicing, you would do all the communication, the planning, etc. on Arena365. So that 
meant going both for teams and all the individual sports. And, since we have 140 sports on 
Arena365, that also, of course, would give us a lot of competitors. But we haven’t seen any 
competitors in that market who have chosen the same approach as us, the holistic approach.  

Lise: I think there is one, called Sports Life, also a Danish one, but they are not very successful. 
We don’t have exactly the same features, but the concept is basically the same. We launched also 
about the same time, but they are not… 

Brian: Yeah, we launched a few months after them. 
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Lise: But they are not doing too well, thank God. [she laughs] 

I: Okay, so yours is general while you have usually more focused competitors. 

Brian: Yeah, and there you also have one of the biggest paradox regarding our approach because, 
since we have decided to be so broad, we very seldom get in depth. So if we, for instance, had 
chosen only to focus on running, then we would have had a lot of extra running tools, etc., etc., 
iPhone applications, and blah, blah, blah. But, since we have chosen to go for all of these, then 
this is in some ways our weakness, but we hope that in the future our holistic approach, our broad 
approach will make us strong. 

Lise: Also because the existing solutions that are out right now are either focused on the 
community part of it – for instance, Fitness Forums don’t really have the practical tools in it, but 
mostly you can upload photos of yourself and discuss things – and at the other end of the scale is, 
for example, Nike Plus, is not really a community but just practical tools where you can track 
your performance and things like that. Arena365 is a combination of the 2. 

I: How did you develop the concept? 

Brian: Can you clarify that? 

I: I mean, you said you have a partnership with a company, right? 

Brian: Yeah, to start off Essencius developed the concept, so we tried to look into how we could 
do this and that, blah, blah, blah, what would be, what could meet the unmet needs in market for 
the individual, for the club, for the trainer. That was actually the main 3 positions. When we had 
made the overall concept, we got the others on board. And that actually revealed a lot of issues, 
problems and made the concept even sharper, because they had a lot of understanding about 
social communities, social networks that we didn’t have. So our, like, conceptual work together 
with their social and new media approach made the concept stronger I think. 

Lise: And what you actually did, it was in summer 2008, you went to Athens in Greece and did a 
very practical concept development as to what this solution should contain: what do we like, what 
kind of features, what should it look like, what should the name be. 

Brian: Yeah, but mainly what kind of elements, of functionalities should be in the solution. We 
actually went down there for a week, me and anther guy from the other company, and we were on 
that for a whole week down there, and at the end we went to the Olympic stadium, at the old one, 
and signed a letter of intent: “Okay, we are going to do this.” 

I: Okay, nice. 

Brian: Yes, so that was fun. 
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Lise: The concept has been developed according to what has been possible and necessary. 

Brian: Yeah, and also due to the market situation. One of the main areas in the concept, another 
big part of the concept was actually B to B, but we have actually done nothing there. But B to B 
was actually going to be the place in the concept where the actual business model we are going to 
secure we were going to get revenues. 

I: What kind of companies were you planning to involve? 

Brian: To make campaigns, as you know, and to make them for companies; so running campaign 
for TDC, or Carlsberg, or whatever, and then other campaign “lose weight” or “drink more 
water”. All these kinds of activating campaigns we would like to deliver directly in companies 
rooms. Basically a tailor-made arena for companies so they could get all their employees, and 
they would pay a premium fee for us to handle that for them. 

Lise: So we were targeting larger companies with a majority of white-collar workers because they 
needed to have access to a computer. 

I: So it’s what you see in the future, more B to B. 

Lise: Yeah, it’s definitively a prospect. 

Brian: It’s been in the plan. 

Lise: But we launched at the same time as the financial crisis hit. 

Brian: Yeah, so we decided to… not to start on that. 

Lise: To delay it. Because we had actually some interviews with Danish companies that seemed 
quite interested in that kind of solution. But as they were also firing people, they said: “we cannot 
invest in this right now.” 

I: How do you think your community, your social network was received? 

Brian: In the media, quite good. But in general I would say it has been okay, I think.  

Lise: I think everybody knows it does take some time for a social network to develop, it doesn’t 
happen overnight. The same with Facebook, it takes some time before the snowball gets rolling. 

Brian: It just takes a little longer with us. 

Lise: Yeah, I think that we expected to go a little bit faster than what it actually did. But the users 
that we have I think in general are quite happy about it because there actually quite a few using it 
regularly. 
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I: Do you think it grew fast? From the launch to now you have about 4,000 users, right? 

Lise: Yeah, 4 thousand and almost 500, I think. 

Brian: Yeah, but I think… in general it would not be wrong to say that we expected more users. 
There are a lot of reasons for that not happening: we have been a bit unlucky once in a while, we 
have been a bit delayed with the IT platform. I think that that had also… all the applications 
‘share on Facebook’ should actually have been there from the beginning, and we are actually still 
not finished with the solutions that we set out to launch in August last year. 

Lise: So IT wise we have been delayed quite a bit. 

Brian: And I am pretty sure that that had quite an effect on our ability to deliver results. Also 
because not that we were delayed, but we wanted originally to start off … 

Lise: The 1st of May. 

Brian: 1st of March. 

Lise: Right. 2009. 

Brian: It got delayed first 1st of May, 1st of June, and then the 26th of August. And we actually 
used a lot of money on salaries from me and Lise that we could have actually used on other 
things. So in that sense we were not only delayed but we actually used a lot of money that maybe 
we were not using in the right way. So actually there were a lot of things that had an influence on 
our ability to have success. 

Lise: What we can see that when new users are coming is almost only due to when we launch 
something extra, something new, if there is a new campaign going on, or if there is a new cool 
feature, then people are coming in. If we don’t do anything, it doesn’t really grow by itself yet. 

I: And like the Facebook feature, did you plan that at the beginning or … 

Lise: It has always been in the plan that it should be an open network that you could share with 
other networks, but we needed a basic set of features before that could come in. Maybe it could 
have been a little earlier in the process, but we still needed some basic features before that was 
on. 

I: Did you make any changes from how you planned it at the beginning? 

Lise: Yeah, we are still doing it. We have a long list of things we want to implement, of new 
features, and we keep prioritizing them at to what is important now. And if we are launching a 
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new campaign, that set of features is more important than another set. So we keep changing the 
order of the list. 

Brian: Yeah, but did we actually add something new? I don’t think so. 

I: I mean, that wasn’t planned at the beginning? 

Brian: No, actually I don’t think we implement anything that we originally didn’t plan. 

Lise: To think about it… something that we just thought about later? 

I: Yes, that came up later somehow. 

Lise: I think that in the beginning maybe was mostly headlines, we also needed to do something 
about ‘My profile’ and this ‘Personal statistics’, and then, when we get closer to it, there is a lot 
of sub things that you need to do. You need to put a photo on your profile, personalize it in some 
ways… and that has been… 

Brian: But actually that has been in the plan. 

Lise: Yes, the main features, but the sub features may have appeared when we went along. Know 
what I mean? 

I: Yep, but I was wondering if you changed something… 

Brian: Something in the market? If we changed something dramatically? 

I: No, I mean users suggestions, or something that you saw was needed, and then came up with it. 

Lise: I would say… 

Brian: It would be corrections, wouldn’t it? 

Lise: Yes, small corrections. But I would say that we have focused more on individual sports than 
on team sports that we originally planned, because it has been easier to reach users through the 
individuals, of course. 

Brian: Yeah, recruitment is much easier. The thing about team sport is that often we’d have to go, 
like, the traditional club channels; so we’d have to contact the club, get a meeting with the 
chairman of the club, he is very often over 50 years old, so his ability to get an understanding, 
and understand how actually a club can actually get value from using a platform like ours is not 
as good as it should be. So therefore for us it has been very difficult to attract teams, but… 
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Lise: The other unorganized sport could really benefit from this, but it has been very difficult to 
contact them because they don’t really exist on anything official. How do you find contact 
information of a team that plays just Wednesdays? The good thing about team is that if you get 
one on board you get another 11. 

Brian: If it’s soccer. 

Lise: Yeah, if it’s soccer. 

I: But it’s easier to contact the single person through the events. 

Brian: Yeah, but you can also get in touch with them through traditional media, where is very 
easy to find them. And, then, one of the advantages is, and I think is one of the reasons why we 
have managed to get individuals, is that run in Denmark is of course very popular but it also 
driven by people that are not that professional oriented. So, in that sense, for us it has been easy 
to implement that without having extra costs. So that is also one of the reasons we have managed 
to get in, and then we were able to use the network we had here in Essencius to get some deals 
with runs. For instance, Lillebælt, which is the half marathon, we had the dialog through Coca-
Cola, and the same with Fjiords Marathon; there was also a contact that we created together for 
Coca-Cola originally, and then established the network, and then we could use it to build it from 
there. 

I: Okay. Now I would like you to think about the community as a living being; it has an 
introduction, a growth, a maturity and a decline. Where are you now? 

Lise: In the childhood still, I would say. 

I: Growth? 

Brian: Growth, yeah, we just started. In the beginning, hopefully, of the growth period. 

I: Okay, and when do you think you will reach a maturity? Is that far away? 

Brian: It’s impossible to say, also because what is actually the reach of this concept, it is a 
concept that is just now in 6 languages which will probably be able to cover 40% probably of the 
world population or something, because we have chosen the languages that we did so the market 
potential is enormous. So in that sense we are very, very far from it also because we chose an 
approach that was not elite oriented, so there should be room for a huge growth. And our big 
issue now is that we have not reached a place or situation where the community itself can reach 
new users.  

Lise: The critical mass.  
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Brian: We haven’t reached that and I don’t know, in Denmark we made… 

Lise: We made some calculations before we launched. 

Brian: Maybe in Denmark is 130,000, and then what is that in Italy, or… 

Lise: Is that in Denmark or is it worldwide?  

Brian: No, in Denmark. 

I: Well, it’s a lot of people since it’s just Denmark and it’s for active living. 

Brian: We compared actually to Facebook. When Facebook reached 130,000 in Denmark it 
started to really go up for them. And now they 2.8 million in Denmark. 

I: Okay. Now I would like to talk about the users. If you could describe the average user on 
Arena365. 

Lise: It’s normal, average people in the age of 25 to 45. I think. 

Brian: Also younger: 18 to 40. [Lise laughs] 45, or somewhere in between that. Actually 
originally we started up by saying between 15 and 45, but we actually don’t have any numbers on 
that because we haven’t done any analysis related to that, we have just been focusing in trying to 
get more people on, and then we can take all the other things later on.  

Lise: But it’s men and women, it’s people who are doing some kind of sport or active living, or 
are willing to do so. It is not people who have absolutely no wanting in doing it; it is not the elite 
at all, it’s the broad mass of people who want to do sport and active living. 

I: Okay. And why do you think they join Arena?  

Lise: I think it’s because it offers them free practical tools that can actually help them in their 
sports and active living whether they are doing individual sports or team oriented sports. It makes 
it easier and more practical, and also more fun for them in their everyday life. 

Brian: And also because they have made some kind of… they are going to participate in a run, 
and the run is organizing some of the stuff in here, so therefore it’s natural for them to get in here 
as well. As, for instance, Lillebælt half marathon that has a little above 1,000 users on Arena365. 

Lise: They are doing… 

Brian: Campaigns also I think they can trigger something. For instance, North Jutland running is 
… maybe they are not coming because they want to be part of Arena365 but they are coming 
because they want to be part of this campaign, event. And our ability, or what we should try to 
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do, of course is trying to get them attached to the platform, so that, when this campaign is over 
they will still be here. And here again we go back by living by numbers as a …discipline that 
says in general that when people have reported 6 activities they get hooked. And we hope that, of 
course, will happen. 

I: Okay, so that is why they join, but why do they keep coming back to Arena365? 

Brian: Hopefully because they have their own statistics, they have a network, so there are a lot of 
things that… maybe there are new interesting campaign that can keep them motivated, content, 
articles, etc. 

Lise: They can have a place where they can arrange the team activity. 

I: The social part plays an important part after they join. 

Brian: We definitely believe so. 

I: And what do they for in Arena365 usually? 

Lise: We haven’t asked them, so it’s just a guess, but I am thinking a way to keep them 
motivated. 

Brian: And plan activities. 

Lise: Yeah, an easy way to manage their active life styles. 

Brian: And I also believe that some, but we are not helping them at the moment, they want also to 
expose and express themselves. 

Lise: Flash their active living. 

Brian: Flash their activities, how they look, how much they are doing, etc., etc., etc., thinking 
about showing how good I am, I think that is a key driver for a lot of people as well. But at the 
moment we are not support that. 

Lise: Not too much. 

I: I guess also the Facebook application is in that line. 

Lise: And also the ability to put more photos on your own profile. 

Brian: And you can share your statistics on your own profile with other friends. 

Lise: That is going to be implemented this week, actually. 
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Brian: Looking forward to see that. 

I: Guess also the Facebook application goes in that line because when you register something it 
goes into your newsfeed. 

Brian: Yeah. And it’s good that you are sharing!  

I: What is your role in the community right now? 

Lise: We are keeping it running I would say. 

Brian: Our role in the company or in he community? 

I: In Arena365. 

Lise: Keeping it running, I would say. 

Brian: Yeah, that would be probably the right way to say it. Trying to stimulate people to come in 
again as much as possible. 

I: How do you do that? 

Brian: Mainly through content, newsletters, campaigns…new functionalities. 

Lise: But there are also some arenas that have their own life. For example, Lillebælt half 
marathon and also a motorbike community they have created their own universe, and people are 
coming in there without our help. So they are doing all the work, but otherwise as Brian said 
through the newsletters, the weekly update, the initiatives like campaigns, new features. But our 
role right now is more to get new users on board. 

I: Through mainly… 

Lise: We are trying to do them both, but right now I think we are better in getting new users on 
board than then keep them coming back.  

I: That’s why this research is good for you. [everybody laughs] 

Lise: Yes, we are looking forward to seeing the results. 

I: You both practice sports, right? 

Lise: Yes. 

Brian: To some degree. 
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I: Is it individual sport? 

Lise: Yes. 

Brian: I did a lot of team sports when I was younger. 

I: For Lise, how much your sport is important in your life? Or for whoever plays a team sport, 
what is your role in the offline sport? 

Lise: It has not been playing a big role in my life. I have been dancing quite a lot in my younger 
years, but now I do a little bit of running. 

Brian: A lot of running. 

I: Yes, 11 kilometers! 

Lise: Yes, that, well. It has not been a big part of my life, but I think it’s important. It makes you 
feel good in many ways. So I don’t want live without, but I am not doing quite a lot with it. And 
Brian is quite the opposite. 

Brian: I have been doing a lot of sports, especially team sports, not that much individual actually. 
But mainly team, handball and football. 

Lise: But also on a semiprofessional… 

Brian: Yeah, yeah. So, in that sense, I know some of the issues, or the concerns, the problems 
related to team activities. And especially when you go in a more hobby kind of plan, how do we 
administrate that we are going to play soccer in the park etc., etc., etc.? So, in that sense, I am 
quite into team sports, and I have always been so. 

I: What role were you playing? Were you the leader? 

Brian: I don’t think you could say that. 

Lise: But it was your profession. It was your job at some point. 

Brian: Yeah, yeah.  

Lise: So his life was about sports at one point. 

I: How often are you in the community? 

Lise: Every day! 
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Brian: Yeah, every day. 

I: And what is the main thing you do in the community? 

Lise: As a professional or as private? 

I: I would say both because as a professional your role is to keep it alive, right? 

Lise: I would say those 2 roles merge actually. I register all my runs and all my biked kilometers, 
and I am also administrators of some of the arenas, communities, where I publish blog posts and 
comment things, create galleries and things like that. 

I: What are the topics you mainly talk about in Arena365? 

Lise: Talk about in what sense? 

I: In blogs, the comments in the newsfeed… 

Lise: I usually comment on other people’s activity, people I know mostly. 

I: Okay, sport related comments? 

Lise: Yes. 

I: And blogs also? 

Lise: Yeah. 

Brian: And that would be the same for me. I am not actually doing a lot of blog post. 

Lise: No, but I would say my, my motivation to do this is to say, of course, ‘thumbs up’, but also 
to show to other users what you can do. 

I: But all the arenas you are part of are sport related? 

Lise: Yeah…I also have a few that are more social. 

I: Okay, so there you don’t talk just about sports. 

Lise: No, but that’s, that’s not a majority of the arenas. Yeah, this is …I not actually using them 
so much those that don’t have a sport focus. 

I: Okay, so what is the average user doing in Arena365 in general? 
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Lise: Hum… I would say register runs… 

Brian: Yeah, individual sport is quite the driver, so it’s definitely yeah… 

Lise: But I think in a lot of the communities, they start as communities there is also a lot of 
content discussion and debates going on in the blog. 

I: Sport related? 

Brian: Yeah, yeah. 

Lise: Yeah, sport or event related. 

I: Since you know most of the arenas, do you think they are mostly sport related right now? 

Brian and Lise: Yeah. 

Brian: 98% or something like that. 

I: Okay, so we could say that now, in the growth period the focus and what people communicate 
about is mainly sports. 

Lise: Yes. That’s also our goal or our aim. 

Brian: We don’t want to be anything else. 

Lise: Because then it could go to Facebook. 

I: And do you think users make friends in the community right now? 

Lise: New friends? 

I: Yeah, I mean do they meet people? 

Lise: That they didn’t know before? No. 

Brian: No as it is at this moment. 

I: So they don’t even try to find partners… 

Brian: Running buddies? No. I don’t think so, not at this point. 

Lise: We don’t really support that IT wise; so, no. But we would like that in the future. 

I: Is any conversation allowed? In the public arenas? 
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Lise: Yeah. 

Brian: Yeah, but we still have the right to in our … 

Lise: In terms of conditions we have written that if we find something that in some way… 

Brian: Not suitable for this, for Arena365… 

Lise: We can delete it. 

Brian: … we can delete the content and the user. 

I: How about the private arenas? Do you think the administrator goes there and checks the 
messages … 

Lise: I think if you have an private arena, if you know the people who are in there, and then… of 
course you would participate in that dialogue, but I don’t think there would be anything 
unsuitable. 

Brian: And if there were any unsuitable stuff in there, we wouldn’t know anyway because it’s a 
close arena, so we don’t have access to it. 

I: do you think is some users left Arena365 will their friends still be part of it? 

Lise: I think that depends on whether they like it or not, on whether they find it useful because 
Arena365 is a combination of social network and practical tools, and if one part misses, then the 
other part has to be quite strong. 

I: Yes, and maybe you already answered when you said it’s mainly individual sports, and that the 
social part is less important right now. 

Brian: I think again in the arenas it probably is, but when we talk individual that social part is not 
that important. And since we have like, since we have more individual users than team-oriented 
users, then of course you could say that the social network value is not that big for individual 
users. 

Lise: But I would say that I …when I register my runs for instance I find it quite fun when 
someone comments on my registrations, people that I am not in the arena with, but that I am 
friend with. In that sense the social aspect is still important I would say. Even if it’s individual 
sports. 

Brian: Yeah, yeah, among friends. 

I: Do you think Arena365 is an important part of users’ offline life? 
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Brian: For some. 

I: I mean, is it really important for them to practice sports? 

Lise: Do you mean do hey find the social network important when they are out there doing 
sports? 

I: I mean would they still be playing sports is Arena365 wouldn’t exist? How important it is for 
them? 

Brian: Yes. I think for many of them the answer it would be yes. But I think for campaign like, 
again, North Jutland Running or Challenge16, I think some people who are actually doing this 
wouldn’t, wouldn’t go for a run but now here there is someone who can help them get in form. 
So, in that sense, I hope that we, hum, are getting some who would not go out running to run 
because of the campaign. I am pretty sure. 

Lise: And also to keep going. 

Brian: I am pretty sure that we are doing that also. 

Lise: Me for instance. 

I: Why do you think that users create an arena? 

Lise: An arena? Because they have like a practical… 

Brian: They have a need for planning or communication. 

Lise: Or creating a community of interest. 

Brian: Yeah, so it can both be club related or friends related. 

Lise: Or event related. 

Brian: Or company related. 

I: What do you think of the quality of the information that is shared right now? 

Lise: Where? In the arenas or…? 

I: I guess you answered already by saying that the content is mostly sport related. But the 
question is in general. In the community. 

Brian: Are you talking about the information between people? Users or between us and users? 
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I: No, users. 

Lise: But that is limited because right now we don’t support that a person could upload a training 
program, for instance, so everybody can see it. So that functionality does not exist, so in that 
sense… 

Brian: They can do it creating an arena and trying to get people in there. 

Lise: But that is still a little difficult trying to get people in the arena if you don’t know them yet. 
That is still a little difficult, so it’s difficult to judge the quality of the information shared because 
the possibility to share information is not really supported right now. 

I: What do users look for every day when they log in Arena365? 

Lise: I think that now, when they log in, is to do registrations. Or to see what is going on in an 
arena based on a notification. 

Brian: From the trainer, for instance. 

I: Okay, so you said that 98% is all sports. Right? 

Lise: Yeah. 

I: Do you think there is a person in the community that other people look up to?  

Brian: As a role model? 

Lise: I know that there is in Lillebælt half marathon, but that is also created as a training 
community where a training program is launched every week; like this is week 21program and 
it’s a… the week amount you have to run is posted every week, and the guru there, the one 
posting them, is definitely a role model, people asking him questions and looking for his advice.  

I: Why? Is it because he is the one who run the most? 

Lise: Because he is the one posting. 

Brian: Posting interesting content and program. 

Lise: Yeah, he is the expert in some sense. 

Brian: And I could actually also imagine that in the community Slush Cup [mountain bike 
community] it would be the same. There I think the administrators are somebody the others might 
look up to. 
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Lise: Probably also the one who is doing good in the tournament; if she or he writes something or 
comments something I would say that he is, she is also a role model. 

Brian: Yeah, people are actually going to see what did he say about the route etc., blah, blah, 
blah… so in that sense… 

I: So this is for what they say, not for being the most active at the sport? 

Lise: Yeah, I would say for being the expert in some areas, or doing well in their actual physical 
activity outside. 

Brian: And I also think that it would… that people that for instance are cycling the most miles in 
Challenge16 at a certain point there would be someone who says: “Okay this guy, he is doing a 
lot.” So in that sense they can get some kind of role model. 

Lise: I know that are also from the feed there are some people’s names that we remember because 
they have been running quite a lot. You see them in the feed doing marathon registration, and you 
think: “okay, again?” That is quite impressive that you remember their names and you don’t 
know them. 

I: What kind of person, in general, you think a role model is? 

Brian: Who the role model is? The ideal role model or…what were you thinking about? 

I: Maybe that one you were talking about in the arena Slush cup. 

Brian: I think is very often, when we are talking about arenas, is the one who is behind the event, 
or, if we are talking individuals, it’d probably be the persons that are actually very active. So 
people look up to them. 

Lise: But are you thinking more characteristics: how old are them, are they men or women, or is 
it just… 

I: No, personal characteristics. What kind of person he is, what personality… 

Lise: Active, yeah, a winner type, a fighter, somebody with great knowledge in a specific area, 
someone who is physically active and doing well. 

Brian: And willing to share. 

I: And doing that also in the community. Why does this person do this? Posting and sharing. 

Lise: Maybe also to share some of his knowledge, and to state his position as to being good. 
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Brian: It’s very often to express yourself, again. 

I: So it’s a sort of social recognition that you also get. 

Lise: Yeah. I would say. 

Brian: Yeah. 

I: Okay, so now think that you have to give an award to the best contributor of your community. 
Who would that be? 

Brian: The best contributor of our community, like a person? 

Lise: I would give it to Brian. [she laughs] 

I: Apart from the people working here. 

Lise: If I couldn’t give it to Brian…hum… 

Brian: The best contributor. Could it be an event? 

Lise: It’s difficult. 

I: Yes, whatever. I was talking about Arena365 in general. 

Brian: Who is been the best contributor and we are not talking internal. Then, I would probably 
say Lillebælt half marathon. 

Lise: But that is difficult because… 

I: Is it the administrator of the arena? 

Lise: Yeah, but we have made an agreement with him so it’s not something e did on his own. 

Brian: But it is actually clubs that we have managed to get a good agreement with, and that have, 
not even…hum…, yeah, clubs that have users and/or the ability and will to work with social 
media. Because Lillebælt half marathon are not skilled at all regarding working with social 
networks, but they know that is going to be important and they have a lot of users. 

Lise: And they have shown to be very successful. And if I had to give the silver medal… 

Brian: Slush Cup?  

Lise: No, they have shared first. Gold medal I would say. 
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Brian: Okay, but that’s mainly the reason why they are very tech-oriented and very keen on 
making communities. So in that sense they have also been contributing a lot. 

Lise: The silver medal I would give it to a user, well I don’t remember his name right now, but 
he’s somebody we don’t know who has managed to get a few on board, and they do running 
registrations quite often and writing the comment: “a lovely run with that person”, and then the 
other person comments on it, or gives his thumb up. I don’t remember the name… 

I: I don’t need the name, but I would like you to think of that person. What are the criteria when 
you select these people? 

Lise: I would say, definitely I agree with the 2 events that you were talking about… 

Brian: Fijords Marathon as well. Without Fijords Marathon we wouldn’t have featured the North 
Jutland Running. 

Lise: The ones the Brian mentioned have given us a lot of users, and have shown successful in 
combining the social community with the practical tools that we offer. It’s very good. The criteria 
for the one I nominated is because he is not somebody that we are working with, I don’t know 
hoe he got into the network but he has found it useful and useful enough to ask somebody else to 
join. And they created this small community together. 

Brian: And that’s actually the ideal user that, where we don’t  have to do anything to get new 
users, and get the right users. But here you have like ambassadors in the community. But at the 
moment we are the one who is going, we need to find the partners that get new users to us. 

I: So, thinking about this person, who is it? What kind of personality do you think he has? 

Lise: I think he is an amateur, hum… 

Brian: Yeah, amateur, technical oriented, loves social media. 

Lise: Not really. 

Brian: Don’t you think so? 

Lise: Not necessarily [technical oriented], but he likes social media. He is not particularly 
technical oriented. 

Brian: But again you need some kind of tech to use our platform at the moment. 

Lise: Yeah, yeah. 

Brian: But yes, social media oriented, loves sports… 
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Lise: Mmm… 

Brian: Or he wouldn’t use the time to do so, and also one to express himself in that way. 

I: Why does is do this? Why does he invite other people? Why does he keep posting? 

Lise: It motivates him. I think it motivates him, it keeps him going. He gets his friends’ approval, 
and they can sort of help each other continuing being better. 

I: Okay, good. We are almost over. I would like you to think about the future when Arena365 will 
reach its maturity, when you are not trying to get new users anymore, but you are trying to keep 
them in. 
About the users, why do you think they will stay in the community? 

Lise: Because the rest of their team is there and the people they are practicing with, their 
colleagues. 

Brian: Yeah, and because as social communities grow the community itself adds value to the 
individual. So that combined with a lot of useful tools, I think is going to secure high retention. 
That is actually were we have some problems today because we are not that strong on 
functionality and we don’t have the users. So on both parameters we could be stronger at the 
moment. 

I: So you think in the future it will be a lot more social, connecting with friends… 

Lise: I would say it’s a combination of both. 

Brian: It’s a combination of tools and social because without the sport functionality… 

Lise: You could just be on Facebook. You need some tools that could actually help you, useful. 

I: And do you think that what they will look for in the community will change from what it is 
now? 

Brian: No, but they hopefully will discover that we have the things that they need. 

I: But, as we said, now it’s a lot about sports, registering what you bike, what you run, but after a 
while won’t they get tired of the same functionalities? 

Brian: But hopefully…now you are registering you kilometers, hopefully you will gather, make 
an arena with some friends, can be friends that you have studied with, can be friends in Italy. For 
instance myself, I have friends that I seldom see, and we have an arena and once in a while we 
meet up and play soccer, and we arrange that in there. So, in that sense, I think that what we need 
to do is make people understand that you can actually do quite a lot with this solution. It’s a one 
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step forward your sport and active living activities. And then, of course, we need to get users on 
board through campaigns, “That’s fun, I would like to participate in that.” 

Lise: Challenge… 

Brian: “I would challenge you to do that”, or you challenge a friend to do something. “We need 
to go for a half marathon, or whatever.” 

Lise: “Let’s see who can run, bike the most kilometers the next 2 weeks, or something.” 

I: Do you think your role will change? You 2 administrators. 

Lise: yes, when this is a massive worldwide success [she laughs]… 

Brian: Sitting on a beach. 

Lise: With all the other people doing all the sport [she laughs]. 

Brian: Yeah, of course I think our role will change. Now we are focusing very much on the 
administrative part of the company, hopefully we will do a lot of other things as well and even 
more on that scale in the future. 

Lise: Also because now we are also in lower level trying to get the arenas that we are involved in 
to run that will also say doing a lot of … 

Brian: That means to kick start a lot of things that in the future hopefully will kick start itself. Or 
people. 

Lise: Kick start from somebody else. 

I: So you see your role less… 

Lise: Practical. 

Brian: We are doing a lot of things to keep this alive, you could say that. And as a social 
community or an organism it should be able in the future to have its own life and to grow by 
people, and not by Lise’s and my activities. 

I: Do you think users will keep talking in the same amount of sport, or will that change? 

Brian: Hopefully. 

Lise: I think that also. 
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Brian: We would like to be a niche oriented social network, but then again broad because we 
would like to focus on all sports and active living activities. We need to be in that area. So in that 
sense we need a sharp profile there because that makes us more interesting to potential 
advertisers, companies that we would like to work together, to blah, blah, blah. We don’t want to 
be another Facebook. 

Lise: But if people want to talk about the party of last weekend, so let it be. 

I: Do you think also the arenas in the future will be about sports mostly? 

Brian: Yeah. 

I: What will they talk about with friends in the community? 

Brian: Their daily sport and active living activity, the things that they are going to do together, the 
things they have been doing by themselves, going to share that, and hopefully they are going to 
merge groups together and do things together, and hopefully with people they don’t know. 

Lise: but, of course also depending on the kind of arena, could be also a lot of practical talks in 
the arenas like where and who is going to drive for the next match, and things like that. 

Brian: Yeah. 

I: Do you see more personal interactions? 

Lise: Yeah. 

I: Will it affect also the practice of the sport in the offline world? 

Brian: Hopefully it would be, it will help them structure and plan activities even more so that they 
have more time to do all the fun things that are related to sport and active living. 

I: If someone leaves, will it have more impact on his friends users? 

Brian: The impact is… there is a higher risk today then there will be in the future with all the 
dynamic of the social community. 

Lise: Yeah, because for instance on Facebook on Facebook I have 200-300 friends and if one 
leaves it doesn’t really matter. But if I only have 3 friends on Arena365 and 1 leaves then yes, it 
would effect me. But if I have a large community of friends and teammates on Arena365 and on 
leaves… 

I: Because you see a larger number of friends. 
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Lise: Yes, and then of course if it’s my training partner it will affect me. 

I: Will you give more power to some users in the future? 

Lise: Yeah, we talked about that you should be able to customize your arena layout a little more, 
yo should be able to upload your own training programs, or more content. 

Brian: And I also think that we are going to work with rights on arena so in small, so that we can 
give a bit more rights to the one that are participating in the arenas, but where is very easy for the 
others to say: “I don’t want content from all others, etc.” so that the arenas rights will be a little 
more flexible and that will help a social community actually work. In that area we are maybe a bit 
weak at the moment. 

Lise: In some arenas… 

Brian: It’s either all or none. 

I: And how will you select the people you want to give more power to? 

Lise: I guess that that is up to each users how much power they want, it’s up to the individual 
user how much. If there is an arena, then it’s up to the people creating the arena how much power 
should the administrator have, or… 

Brian: Or the users have. Because they might have the right to start off… 

Lise: But in terms of customizing the arena that’s up to the users, in terms of uploading new 
content that’s up to the users. 

I: Why would they do that? Why would someone be very active in that? 

Lise: Promote yourself, to share all the good knowledge, experiences you have, to help others, to 
promote your event or cause or … 

I: Okay. Same questions as before. The best contributor in the future, who will that be? 

Lise: The same somebody who shares a lot of information, registration, knowledge, somebody 
who is active and creating useful content. 

Brian: Yeah, and sharing it. 

I: The criteria? 

Lise: The same. 



  117 

Brian: And that is when we look at the individual point of view. Because a massive contributor 
could also be a company coming with 50,000 employees, or as a run or cycling event. 

I: About the single personality, will the reasons why he participate change in the future? 

Brian: I think there is a bigger tense at exposing yourself due to the size of the community. So in 
that sense when a community grows it also gives you some greater possibility to express yourself, 
and I think a lot of people want to do that. 

Lise: Exposure in a good way. 

I: Let other people know what you are doing. 

Brian: Yeah, “I am an expert here, I may not be a world champion in rowing but I know a lot on 
how you can become a better rower and I row a lot myself.” 

I: Thanks. I guess I am done.  

Lise: I think I would like to change the 3 words. It should be: number 1 sport and active living, 
number 2 friends community, and number 3 practical tools. 

Appendix 4 - Arena365 timeline 
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Appendix 5 – Tables of Findings From the Focus Groups 
 

RasenganD20 INTRO/GROWTH Arena365 INTRO/GROWTH 
specification explanation specification explanation 

REASONS FOR USERS TO JOIN AND PARTICIPATE: 
1. Interest, passion for the 
reason of existence of the 
community 

Users join because of their 
personal interests. 

1. Interest in practicing 
sports 

Users join because they 
practice sport or they 
would like to. 

2. Know the creators Users join also because 
they want to meet the 
creators of the game. 

2. Use tools offered in 
the community 

They want to use tools 
to measure their 
activities and keep track 
of them. 

3. Solve a problem, a doubt Participation is driven, at 
the beginning, by users 
wanting to solve a 
problem, or to share 
doubts.  

3. Build a group They need a means of 
communication with the 
team and other team 
activity organization 
tools. 
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4. Benchmark, reference with 
someone else's experience 

Users want to get others' 
experience. 

4. Need help or 
motivation 

The community aims at 
making sport activity 
easier, more practical 
and more fun. 

5. Have a direct contact with 
people who share your 
interests 

To share their interests, 
and talk about them with 
people alike. 

5. Events/campaigns 
launched through 
Arena365 

An event is launched 
and Arena365 is used as 
the platform for 
communication. Users 
join because they want 
to be part of the event or 
a campaign. 

6. Share experiences   6. Facebook features Some users join because 
of the possibility to 
create a joint account 
with Facebook. With 
that feature they can 
communicate their 
activities also on 
Facebook. 

7. Challenge the game Users who find problems 
in the game want to 
suggest solutions and 
modifications. 

7. Social interaction The platform allows 
interaction with people 
who practice the same 
sport to share 
comments, ideas, 
suggestions, etc.  

8. Get to know people similar 
to you 

Get to know people who 
have the same interest. 

8. Establish a goal and 
plan the training 

Planning their practice. 

9. Propose changes Users have ideas about 
new rules to improve or 
change the game. 

9. "Flash their active 
living" 

Many users want to 
show how much they 
are doing and how good 
they are. They want to 
share their statistics. 
Express themselves and 
get recognize for. 

USERS 

1. All active participants In this moment users are 
all active and interested in 
the game. 

1. All active in real life They need to have the 
interest of sport to be in 
that community. 
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2. They need to have the 
possibility to play 

Users are people who have 
the time and a group of 
friends to play the game 
offline with. 

2. They share high 
quality information 

Conversations, activities 
and groups are all 
sport/active living 
related. 

3. They want to participate and 
get to know the creators 

  3. Low social 
interaction 

Mostly they don't meet 
new people here yet. 
There is social 
interaction with users 
they knew before, with 
teammates who are so in 
real life. 

4. They share high quality 
information 

Focused comments that 
evolve around the 
community objective. 

4. Focus on individuals Low interaction also 
because the focus up to 
now has been on 
individual sports. 

5. Low social interaction Comments and 
interactions are about the 
game. 

5. Beginning of a "user 
differentiation" 

Some users are 
particularly involved in 
sports and show much 
their efforts in the 
community. In some 
groups users the ones 
who are most active and 
posting a lot get to be 
like "role models" or 
experts. Other users ask 
them advice. They are 
very active, winner 
types, they have a great 
knowledge and want to 
state their position. 

6. Beginning of a "user 
differentiation" 

Some users start to get 
more visible than other. 
They are more involved 
and passionate about the 
game. This results in 
greater enthusiasm in 
posting and participating 
actively. 

    

WHY THE COMMUNITY WAS CREATED: 

1. Passion Great passion about 
manga and RPGs.  

1. Business opportunity   
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2. Gap in the offer Feeling that a game that 
connects the 2 things was 
missing.  

2. Feeling that 
something was missing 
in the sport market 

  

3. Will to share Once that was created 
wanting to share it with 
other people, and needing 
other users' help to test it.  

3. Passion for sports The creators are or were 
really involved in 
sports. 

4. Stimulus Making it available online 
was also a push for the 
creators to do a good job. 

4. Willingness to 
promote a healthier life 
style 

  

REASON FOR SUCCESS/FAILURE: 

1. Gap in the market There was actually a small 
number of people who 
were interested in the 
game, but no one was 
giving that to them. 

1. Unmet needs in the 
market 

It builds a bridge 
between offline and 
online activities. There 
are communities about 
sports and there are sites 
that offer tools; 
Arena365 brings the 2 
functionalities together. 

2. Good visibility The site was well 
advertized and visible in 
the Internet. 

2. Investments As opposed to 
RasenganD20, it's 
professionally built, and 
there are people 
working on it 
professionally. 

3. Narrow niche Very focused offer. 3. Slow growth, limited 
success The network is growing 

below the expectation 
maybe because of the 
wide target group. They 
choose an holistic 
approach to get all 
sports; this also makes 
them lack focus. 
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    4. Target group 

Large part of their target 
group has been left out 
because it's difficult to 
reach teams as a group, 
and it has not been 
possible with the crisis 
to involve companies. 

CREATORS' ROLE 

1. Very active presence  
The creators now are quite 
present and need to 
answer questions and 
solve problems. Their 
main activity was to 
answer users' questions 
about the game and the 
manual. 

1. Very active presence The creators are quite 
busy keeping the 
community alive and 
functioning. They are 
also involved in trying 
to get more users in. 

CONTRIBUTION: 
1. What it means Here contribution is very 

focused on the game. 
Users write questions that 
the creators answer. 
Contribution is about the 
game. 

1. Registrations and 
posting 

Contributing means 
being active in real life 
and show your activities 
in the community. Write 
posts and other 
comments. 

2. Best contribution effort There are a lot of new 
users, and some users start 
to differentiate from the 
others because of their 
very strong presence and 
their many questions. The 
best contributor is one of 
the banned users: he was 
really suggesting a lot of 
updates, novelties, 
corrections, and valid 
discussion topics. He was 
too much involved and 
cared so much that he 
became aggressive. 

2. Best contribution 
(Ideal user) 

Someone active who 
registers activities, and 
also invites and involves 
his friends, and team. 
Someone who 
comments on his 
friends' activity. Maybe 
someone who creates a 
group and invites 
friends there. It's 
someone who gets new 
people in and motivates 
them all on his own. 
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3.  Who the contributor is He someone enthusiastic, 
someone who sometimes 
gets involved too much, 
almost to the point of 
fanaticism. 

3.  Who the contributor 
is 

He's someone active, 
technical oriented who 
loves social media. He 
has a strong personality 
that gets others 
involved. 

 
RasenganD20 MATURITY Arena365 MATURITY FORECASTS 

specification explanation specification explanation 
USERS 
1. Users' differentiation The most active, reliable, 

expert, and interested in 
the game become known 
and become a point of 
reference for the others. 

1. Users' differentiation Some users who are 
particularly active will 
take on more initiatives 
and create activity 
themselves. 

2. Moderators as the most 
active and expert users 

Moderators appointed by 
the creators are the most 
active and expert users. 

2. Interpersonal 
relationships 

More group activities 
because of the higher 
number of friends 
present. Some maybe 
new interpersonal 
relationships formed 
with users with same 
sport interests. 

3. Some distinguish 
themselves for their 
innovative, active and 
"proactive" spirit. 

Some users are really 
involved and want to 
improve the game. They 
come up with suggestions 
and ask for their 
implementation. 

3. Higher involvement Users will be more 
active because of the 
higher number of people 
and activity present in 
the community. More 
willingness to show 
their sport ability and 
efforts, greater tension 
at exposing themselves 
because of the greater 
size of the community. 
More groups and events. 
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4. Strong personality Many of the users, now 
that they know well the 
game, show a strong 
personality and interest. 
They know how to interact 
and they can ,make a 
strong point. 

4. Companies' 
involvement 

Companies creating 
their events and groups 
in the community for 
their own employees. 

5. Interpersonal relationships Some users get to develop 
some interpersonal 
relationship. They become 
friends on Facebook and a 
few meet offline.  

    

OFFICIAL REWARD/PUNISHMENT 

1. Moderators are selected The creators reward the 
most loyal and expert 
users by giving them an 
official position. 

1. More power to users Users who are really 
active in a group will be 
given more 
responsibility to manage 
the group. 

2. A few users are banned The creators ban a few 
users that weren't 
respecting the rules of 
civil behavior in an online 
community. 

    

REASONS TO STAY: 
1. Passion for the game   1. Social component They keep going 

because their team is 
there. Their friends and 
sport partners are there. 

2. Talk with creators   2. Value the 
community offer will 
increase 

The tools it offers 
already combined with a 
better social component 
will offer more value to 
the users. 

3. Get information on updates 
and novelties 

They are curious to get 
updates. 

3. Promote themselves Sharing registrations to 
show your abilities. 

4. Talk about their game  
experiences 

They want to share their 
game experiences and get 
to know what the others 
are doing. 

4. Share knowledge and 
help others 
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5. Ask for changes and 
updates in the game 

  5. Promote a cause or 
event 

Creating a group for a 
cause or event they are 
involved with. 

ACTIVITY: 
1. Talk about the game The strictly-game-related 

talk is not 100% anymore. 
1. Sport and active 
living activity 

  

2. Talk about experiences Users share playing 
experiences with other 
players. 

2. More social 
interactions 

Wider set of friends in 
each user's account 
many brought in by 
them and maybe some 
met in the community or 
a group of the 
community. 

3. Talk about related topics A few off-topic 
conversations mostly 
related as manga and other 
games (they get about 
50% of the total). A 
limited amount of totally 
unrelated topics appears 
(about a 10%). The 
creators think that is 
because it's a community 
and it's natural it expands 
to other topics.  

3. Better use of the 
social tools of the 
platform 

  

4.Contribution to the game The suggest modifications 
and other new materials. 

    

COMMUNITY STRUCTURE MODIFICATIONS: 
1. 2 new sections are 
introduced 

The community had 
started to cover a broader 
set of topics. To allow a 
better organization of the 
content in the community  
2 new sections are created 
for other topic 
conversations. 

1. Possibility to share 
statistics and results 

They will move in a 
more social direction 
and offer more tools to 
support interaction and 
comparison with others' 
results. 
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2. Instant messaging feature 
introduced 

Since many users are 
connected at the same 
time, a instant messaging 
(chat) is introduced to 
allow faster 
communication. 

2. Other tools that will 
be required by higher 
social activity 

  

CREATORS' ROLE 
1. Creators' role declines After the fast growth 

period, users get to know 
the game and they start to 
help each other out. They 
get to be more 
autonomous. 

1.  Creators' role 
declines 

Many things will run by 
themselves in this 
period. The creators will 
have to do less practical 
and administrative 
work. 

2. The 2 moderators take most 
creators' work 

With the institutions of 
moderators, the 4 creators 
become less present and 
their role almost 
disappears. They still have 
the power and 
responsibility to ban users 
who break the rules, but 
their role becomes of 
general supervision. 

    

CONTRIBUTION: 
1. What it means Contributing here means 

talk about the game and 
related topics: game 
experience, manga, other 
games.  

1. What it means Use of the platform to 
share results, 
information, knowledge. 
Creating useful content. 

2. Best contribution effort The 2 moderators: they are 
selected because of their 
strong presence in the 
community both in time 
spent there and in number 
of posts, and because of 
the quality of their 
answers. 

2. Best contribution 
effort 

Some who creates 
content that interests 
also other users, and 
involves them in 
participating offline and 
online creating other 
material. 
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3. Who the contributor is He is someone who is 
constant in the 
contribution who passes 
the frenetic and exciting 
beginning, but he still 
there. He is someone who 
knows the manual. He 
should be patient and 
constant. 

3. The contributor Someone active and 
competitive, willing to 
express himself and 
involve others in their 
challenges. 

 
RasenganD20 DECLINE Arena365 DECLINE 

specification explanation specification explanation 
WHY SOME USERS STILL PARTICIPATE: 
1. Kill time Few users left keep going 

as a way to employ their 
time when they don't have 
anything to do. 

2. Distinguish yourself, be 
outlier 

Since there are a few left, 
it's a way to distinguish 
yourself from the 
mainstream communities 
more popular. 

3. Loyalty, psychologically 
bound 

People who come back are 
really loyal to the game 
and they keep playing it. 
As a consequence they are 
bound also to the 
community. The most 
loyal: the 2 moderators 
who keep it alive. 

It's far away in time, so difficult to describe this 
stage. Also for the nature and topic of the 
community the creators see that far away. 

4. Pride They still believe in the 
game and the community.     

5. Passion, love for real 
objective of the community 

They keep coming back 
for the real reason why the 
community started in the 
first place: the game. Love 
for manga and RPGs.     
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6. Place to chat Users still attached to the 
community see it as a 
place to chat about 
anything they want.     

7. “Sociopathy” Some of the few loyal 
users are there quite often, 
lacking a real social life. 

    
8. Reward and recognition The 2 moderators are still 

there because they enjoy 
their position. They have 
an official, recognized 
position that places them 
above the others. They 
have had the occasion of 
being someone, and they 
feel important. 

    
NEW USERS 
1. New users who discover the 
game now 

Few new users who 
register now in the 
community because they 
just discover now the 
game. They come and they 
go because they see there 
is no activity. 

    
WHY IT DECLINES: 
1. Lack of innovation 

The game hasn't changed; 
old users don't need the 
community anymore. 
They know the game, and 
they shared already their 
comments. Few users and 
low activity level because 
there is no reason anymore 
to go back.     

2. Creators disinterest 

The community has lost 
interest for the creators, 
and they see no need to be 
there because the 
moderators play their role.     
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WHO KEEPS THE COMMUNITY ALIVE 
1. Moderators 

At this stage moderators 
are the ones who keep the 
community alive 
managing the interactions.     

SHIFT IN RELATIONSHIP (OFF LINE) 
1.  From online to face-to-face Some  of the users who 

met in the community and 
became friends now meet 
in real life.     

LOW QUALITY INFORMATION 
1. Off-topic conversation 

What is left of activity 
isn't about the game 
anymore. They have 
already discussed what the 
needed to, and now the 
conversation is almost 
100% off topic.     

WHAT IT SHOULD BE DONE TO GET THE COMMUNITY GOING AGAIN: 
1. Innovation The creators suggest 

continuous updates, 
corrections and 
innovations in the game 
(the manual) are the way 
to keep the community 
alive and users active and 
talking about the game. 

    
2. Creators presence If the 4 creators showed 

their presence in the 
community, they would 
boost the activity. They 
looked with great 
admiration by the users. 

    
CONTRIBUTION: 
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1. Just being there is 
contributing 

At this stage, whoever 
goes in the community 
that now has nothing to 
offer, and tries to keep it 
alive writing something. 
Just being there is 
contributing. 

    
2. Best contribution effort The best contributor 

would be someone who 
makes the effort to suggest 
new topics and some 
novelty. Someone who 
suggests new themes. 

    
3.  Who the contributor is Someone who makes the 

effort to modify the 
manual. He needs to have 
willingness to do it, and he 
needs to be innovative. 
Someone who has the time 
and someone who is really 
committed and passionate. 

    
 

Appendix 6 – The Survey 
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