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User communities
02

This paper explores how user communities are composed and how 
they can work well enough to create and sustain complex 
innovations.

The use of the term user community in relation to user-driven 
innovation can be dated back to 1976 when the term was introduced 
in regards to innovation by the manufacturer. The use of the term 
user community in the early work is a bit vague and the theoretical 
body of the user community theory is developed throughout the 
1980s and 1990s (Urban and von Hippel 1988; von Hippel 1988; 
Rangaswamy and Lilien 1997). 

Rangaswamy and Lilien (1997) state in their concluding comments 
of the article Software Tools for New Product Development that “in 
the immediate future, the Internet promises to have a significant 
impact on NPD. The most interesting possibilities are the ability to 
more readily identify lead user communities and involve them in the 
NPD process” (Rangaswamy and Lilien 1997, p 182). 

The above is directly related to the discussion concerning the toolkit 
strategy, because the Toolkit strategy must be based on an 
underlying assumption that user-to-user interaction and user-to-user 
creation are possible; therefore, the next section is devoted to
exploring this assumption and thereby also exploring user 
communities.
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User communities
02Based on findings from extreme sports equipment many 

researchers starts in the 90’ to focus more on innovation by user 
communities. 

Based on web-based user communities e.g. open source software 
communities and extreme sporting equipment communities, 
concludes one researcher that “what is most exciting is that 
innovation communities composed of users and for users, 
communities that according to traditional economic views shouldn't 
exist, work well enough to create and sustain complex innovations 
without any manufacturer involvement” (von Hippel 2001, p 5). 

Sonali shows in his PhD thesis how communities are “composed by 
loosely-affiliated individuals with common interests” (Sonali 2003 p. 
3) and how informal structure in the user community enables the 
creation of valuable information and feedback (Sonali 2003 p. 3).

Sonali further shows how this informal structure in the user 
communities allows for matching problems between individuals who
possess the knowledge and resources to solve these problems 
(Sonali 2003 p. 3).
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User communities
02In 2002, Lakhani and von Hippel explored the Apache open-source 

software case from 2000 and show how user-to-user assistance in 
the open-source software works and is developed. Lakhani and von 
Hippel 2002 find the following user motives for engaging in open 
source software development:

(1) A user’s direct need for software and software improvements
(2) Enjoyment of the work itself
(3) The enhanced reputation that may flow from making high-quality 
contributions to an open source project.

In 2004, Jeppesen showed that by “letting the complements 
(content/modules) drift freely in the community”, the total value of a 
given platform will increase and the platform sales will rise 
(Jeppesen 2004, p 18). Furthermore, the manufacturer is able to 
incorporate the best user-developed complements in its 
commercialized offerings. 

Sonali also shows in his paper Open Beyond Software (Sonali 2005)
how the user community model “is based upon the open, voluntary, 
and collaborative efforts of users – a term that describes 
enthusiasts, tinkerers, amateurs, everyday people, and even firms 
who derive benefit from a product or service by using it” (Sonali
2005 p. 2). 
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User communities

This is also researched through the case Propellerhead

The case shows how innovative users having lead user 
characteristics in this case are most likely to be hobbyists, and 
further that “innovative users generally respond to recognition from 
the firm” (Jeppesen and Frederiksen 2004, p 21). 

As well as it is important to understand the underlying relations and 
factors in user communities it is just as important to have an 
updated view of how user communities and social services are 
evolving.

The following pages will examine different user communities and the 
user-generated content they are based on. 



User communities
The growth in user communities and social networking sites are 
impressive. The growth of e.g. Facebook is truly without precedence 
- more than 1,5 million Danish users, 150 million users worldwide, 
35 different languages and it is represented in 170 countries.

The above figure shows some of the key social services which 
focuses on user communities. They are all key players within their 
own field and focuses for the most part on user-generated content. 
The most dominating services are: Facebook, YouTube, Flickr, 
Wikipedia and MySpace. 

A comprehensive list of social networking websites can be found in 
wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_social_networking_websites)
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User communities
02User generated content 

Social sites and user communities are collecting user-generated 
content from (most often) the lead users and distribute the content to 
consuming users. The following table presents an aggregated 
collection of user-generated content on the web by the year 2007.  

Source:

Source “An Empirical Analysis of the Creation, Use and Adoption of Social Computing 

‘Applications” IPTS Exploratory Research on theSocio-economic Impact of Social Computing
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User communities
02When looking at user communities and social networking sites, 

we see that:
• Wikipedia has almost 7.5 m user-generated articles 
• YouTube has more than 100 m videos 
• The web holds more than 200 m blogs 
• Facebook has 1.5 m+ users in DK and 150 m+ users 
Worldwide

What can be learned
Social media usage is growing tremendously fast - however only a 
small number of users generate content (see the model below), e.g. 
only 0.2 % are creating content on Flickr. This makes the lead users 
even more curtail since they are more likely to contribute to the 
creation of user-generated content. 

Furthermore, the consuming users put a great deal of trust in the 
creating users! This is validated in the report “Trust in advertising”
October 2007, which shows that over 78 % of the web users rely on 
recommendations form other users.

9

http://www.businessweek.com/magazine/content/07_24/b4038404.htm



User communities
02The case of InnovationWorld.com

A great example of an innovative company-designed user 
community can be found in Innovation World developed by the 
telecommunications company TeliaSonera.

Innovation World is designed for user interaction – here users can 
meet and share ideas with other innovative people. 
User-generated ideas and innovations are ranked by other 
Innovation World members and the ones with the highest ratings will 
be taken into consideration and get awarded by the IW team. 

The goal is to create an open dialogue between users and 
professionals, where TeliaSonera can identify the best innovations, 
adapt to the customers’ needs and quickly turn the ideas and needs 
into services. 

The user community are powered by and for the mobile enthusiasts
allowing them to discuss the world of mobile.
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User communities
02Market value 

The market sees a tremendous value in the social services and user 
communities - but the value are difficult to estimate because how 
much is a user worth?

We have only a few data on the market value of these services: 
Facebook $15 billion
Bebo $850 million 
LinkedIn $1 billion

Based on these numbers, PriceWaterhouseCoopers has estimated 
the market value of selected communities: 

http://www.pwc.com/extweb/pwcpublications.nsf/docid/5AC172F2C9DED8F5852570210044EEA7

The table above demonstrates the expected market value of user 
communities and the table indirectly shows the expected value of
user generated content.
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User communities
02What can be learned?

Less than 1 % of the users are generating enormous amounts of 
content. Furthermore, many user communities and social services 
are creating huge businesses based on this content.

When we focus on user communities, it is found that user 
communities exist because the users are motivated by needs, 
empowerment, enjoyment, reputation and official appreciation. 

The user communities are composed by users and for users, and 
they work well enough to create and sustain complex innovations.

By having a loosely-affiliated structure, individuals with common 
interests or values are able to create valuable knowledge, feedback, 
and innovations.

How to gain value form user communities
Organizations should be aware that they:

• are listening to the users 
• take part in the discussion (messages are not dialog)  
• are a part of the development 
• act socially
• share content with the users 
• give the users more control 
• motivate the users
• are honest about their goal and motivation 

Remember: Creating value from user communities is possible - but 
challenging!
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A user’s direct need for 
software and software 
improvements
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Enjoyment of the work itself

Enhanced reputation 
that may flow from 
making high-quality 
contributions to an 
open source project.

Why participate in user communities?
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