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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In this introductory chapter, I will lay the groundwork for the rest of this 

dissertation. In accordance with its title, I will discuss in the following how 

online communities work; in particular, I ask the question ‘How are 

organizing structures in online communities enacted by participants’? 

Based on an extensive case study of an online community of cake 

decorators, I find that how online communities work is far from being ‘a 

piece of cake’. Rather, organizing structures in these communities seem to 

be multi-faceted and fuelled by complex social interactions that prosper 

despite the virtual environment. This introductory chapter is organized as 

follows. First, I will discuss upcoming research in the field of online 

communities, followed by a short account of their history. Next, I define the 

term ‘online community’ and focus on a specific type – online occupational 

communities – in the next section. After that I present the theoretical 

foundations and the central research question. Finally, I will shortly outline 

the subsequent chapters and the research methodology, and summarize 

related publications.  

 

ONLINE COMMUNITIES AS A GROWING FIELD OF RESEARCH 

 

Online communities are ‘hip’. They infiltrate virtually all facets of many 

peoples’ lives: the personal friends’ network on Facebook, a professional 

profile on LinkedIn, shared interests on a hobby community, work issues on 

Yammer, personal opinions on Twitter. People consult Epicurious.com for 

recipes, go to electoralcompass.com in order to know how to vote in the 

next elections, and renew old contacts through Stayfriends.com. Some even 

fulfil an often lifelong dream of being in contact with peers, such as on a 

community for long-haired men1 or the ‘Zombie Preparedness Initiative’ of 

people who want to ‘not just survive but thrive through the zombie 

                                                           
1
 mlhh.org 
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apocalypse’2. In 2012, more than 2 billion people were connected to the 

Internet (internetworldstats.com, 2012) in one way or the other. While in 

the Western world laptops and iPads dominate, people in developing 

countries use for example sms-based Internet technology (Edwards, 2012).  

 

This development in peoples’ personal lives is mirrored in the ever-

increasing interest of scholars in the phenomenon of social networks that 

flourish in the virtual domain: it has been approached from many 

perspectives and directions in the recent literature. Various disciplines, such 

as organization science, management, strategy, communication, and 

computer science have adopted online communities as a pet child that 

allows for interesting, novel and often surprising studies (e.g., Messinger et 

al., 2009; Nambisan, 2002; O'Mahony & Ferraro, 2007; Preece, 2000; Ross, 

2007; Teigland & Wasko, 2003; Wasko, Faraj, & Teigland, 2004; Wellman, 

Boase, & Chen, 2002; Whelan, 2007). In Figure 1.1, this increasing scientific 

interest is expressed by the steadily growing number of published articles 

on the phenomenon of ‘online’ and ‘virtual communities’3.  

                                                           
2
 http://www.zombiepreparedness.org/ 

3
 In this dissertation, I will interchangeably use ‘online community’, ‘community’, 

’virtual community’, ‘professional community’ or ‘occupational community’, except 
otherwise indicated.  
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Figure 1.1: Published articles on ‘virtual’ and ‘online communities’ over 

time4 

 

A SHORT HISTORY OF (ONLINE) COMMUNITIES 

 

Theoretical attention to the structure of (offline) communities in society 

(e.g., Simmel, 1958) emerged when a loss of social interaction in local 

communities was occurring through urbanization and migration (Driskell & 

Lyon, 2002). The emergence of virtual communities has frequently been 

viewed as part of a similar switch in social life. In fact, there is a 

considerable body of literature that speculates on the differences and 

similarities between offline and online social interaction (Cullen & Sommer, 

2011; Garton, Haythornthwaite, & Wellman, 2006; Vaast, 2007; Wellman et 

al., 2002; Wellman, Haase, Witte, & Hampton, 2001) and seeks to 

understand emerging processes (O'Mahony & Ferraro, 2007; Spaulding, 

2010; Toral, Martínez-Torres, & Barrero, 2009).  

 

                                                           
4
 Webofknowledge.com 
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Early research was mainly conducted by sociologists (Wellman, 1997; 

Wellman et al., 2002), and as such was soon inspired by network scholars. 

Scientific discussions initially conceptualized electronic environments as 

poor compared to face-to-face communication (Wellman et al., 1996), and 

Internet use was coupled with a sense of loss of community cohesion 

(McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Brashears, 2006). There is still no consensus on 

this issue. Some researchers argue that text-based communication allows 

for new forms of interaction, using e.g. smileys (Derks, Bos, & von 

Grumbkow, 2008). Others argue that, really, communication on the 

Internet is merely an extension of our offline self that results in ‘networked 

individualism’ (Rainie & Wellman, 2012). Finally, some scholars point out 

that our facebooked lives might also lead to loneliness, fear, and 

vulnerability (Turkle, 2011).   

 

The archetype of online communities is the online discussion forum 

embodied by text-based communication between individuals (Rheingold, 

2000), still the predominant form of online interaction (Butler & Wang, 

2012). Early research investigated so-called ‘MOOs’5, a very early form of 

Internet gaming that still exists (Reid, 1995, 1999), and also list-servs (Baym, 

1997) which were precursors of today’s discussion forums. Figure 1.2 shows 

an example of such a MOO: a black and white, text-based image. Despite 

the basic technical possibilities that existed then, participants were 

frequently and socially interacting on such platforms. 

                                                           
5
 ‘MOO’ stands for ‘Muds Object Oriented’ (Shah & Romine, 1995), ‘MUD’ meaning 

‘Multi-User Dungeon’, ‘Multi-User Dimension’ or Multi-User Domain’ (Wikipedia, 
2012) which indicates a platform where participants could meet to interact and 
game. 
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Figure 1.2: Screenshot of the MOO ‘MOOsaico’ 

 

After an initial period where online communities mainly served as vehicles 

for social contact (Wellman et al., 2002) or for collaboration between 

scholars (Briggs & Burke, 2009), companies soon started to recognize the 

potential of online communities. As a consequence, they have been utilized 

by companies as marketing and innovation tool (Jeppesen & Lakhani, 2010; 

Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006; O'Mahony, 2007; Shah, 2006). Nowadays, 

online communities are inextricably intertwined with many companies, 

especially in the Western world that is increasingly dominated by the 

creative industries (United Nations, 2008). The phenomenon of ‘online 

community’ is thus variegated in nature, branching out over many different 

areas of life and markets. 

 

ONLINE COMMUNITIES DEFINED 

 

There is a wide variety of online communities that has been described and 

analytically dissected in great detail. In general, there is a distinction 

between member-initiated and organization-sponsored communities 

(Porter, 2004). Member-initiated communities might have a social or 

professional orientation, whereas organization-sponsored communities 
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might be commercial, non-profit or government oriented (Porter, 2004). 

The literature has investigated each of these types. For example, Facebook 

started out as a member-initiated social community, which only over time 

evolved into a for-profit organization (e.g., Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 

2007; Krasnova, Spiekermann, Koroleva, & Hildebrand, 2010). Organization-

sponsored communities with a commercial orientation are often coined 

electronic networks of practice and have received ample scholarly attention 

(e.g., Agterberg, van den Hooff, Huysman, & Soekijad, 2010; Wasko et al., 

2004; Whelan, 2007). In the development sector, non-profit communities 

increasingly gain ground as scholars continue to reflect on their 

contributions to reaching short and long term goals (e.g., Ferguson, 

Huysman, & Soekijad, 2010). In terms of government oriented research, 

most scholars have focused on the broader field of IT implementation 

(Groenewegen & Wagenaar, 2006), or so-called ‘e-government’ (Arduini, 

Belotti, Denni, Giungato, & Zanfei, 2010), and open data initiatives (Puron-

Cid, Gil-Garcia, & Luna-Reyes, 2012). Also there is a growing body of 

literature on online learning (e.g., Hrastinski, 2009). Finally, there are 

member-initiated and professionally oriented online communities, typically 

coined ‘online occupational communities’ (see next section). The 

community of cake decorators that I investigate in this dissertation falls into 

this category. 

 

Furthermore, online community participants might be differentiated in 

terms of readers, contributors, collaborators or leaders (Preece & 

Shneiderman, 2009). Most research has zoomed in on leaders in online 

communities (Fleming & Waguespack, 2007; O'Mahony & Ferraro, 2007; 

West & O'Mahony, 2008; Xu, Jones, & Shao, 2009; Xu, Li, & Shao, 2012); 

however, increasingly attention is paid to the ‘crowd’ that collaboratively 

builds, e.g. knowledge, and constitutes the bulk of online community 

participants (Ganley, Moser, & Groenewegen, 2012).  

 

Online communities typically emerge around a shared purpose or common 

interest of people and are characterized by explicit and/or implicit rules and 

norms, enabled by a network of computer systems (Preece, 2000). Online 

communities are based on the willingness of members to establish 
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connections, and they stimulate the flows of information and knowledge 

between individuals and groups (Faraj & Johnson, 2011). Most importantly, 

their development enables new forms of social organization through which 

a variety of purposes such as innovation, enjoyment, or professional 

support may be served (Dahlander & Frederiksen, 2012). Communities 

flourish or flounder based on the degree to which both collective and 

individual needs are satisfied (Butler, 2001). In comparison to formal 

organizations  where  rules, formal hierarchy, mission statements, codes of 

conducts, and the like dominate (although informal organization does play 

a role, see also March & Simon, 1958), online communities rarely feature 

such regulations. Communities are based on informal communication and 

typically lack formalized structures and mechanisms controlling the 

behaviour within them. Informal rules and norms are nevertheless powerful 

and influential in the functioning of communities (Feldman, 1984). At the 

same time, online communities depend on individuals’ motivations to 

participate (Hertel, Niedner, & Herrmann, 2003; Wasko & Faraj, 2005).  

 

These motivations have been discussed quite extensively. Although I do not 

investigate motivations, it is nevertheless useful to point out some overlap 

between this research that focuses on the individual and the more 

structurally oriented approach that I take in this dissertation. For that 

reason, I will briefly discuss and summarize research on motivations to join 

and participate in online communities. Typically, studies differentiate 

between intrinsic and extrinsic motivations. Intrinsic motivations stimulate 

actions that individuals undertake because they are inherently interesting 

or enjoyable, and which result in a positive valued experience, whereas 

extrinsic motivations commonly inspire actions that lead to observable and 

valuable outcomes (Davis, Bagozzi, & Warshaw, 1992; Sun, Fang, & Lim, 

2012; Thomas & Velthouse, 1990). Table 1.1 presents an illustrative 

overview of studies that discuss intrinsic and extrinsic motivations of 

individuals to participate voluntarily in online communities.  
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Source Intrinsic motivation  Extrinsic motivation 

Ardichvili et al 
(2003) 

Moral obligation; 
Community interest; 
Giving back to the 
community 

Need to establish 
themselves as experts 
(formal or informal) 

Bateman et al 
(2011) 

Need; Affect; Obligation  

Butler et al 2007 Social (camaraderie, trust, 
social support);  
Altruistic (value opportunity 
to benefit others) 

Visibility (economic and 
professional pay-offs);  
Information (receiving 
answers, exposure to group 
communication) 

Hau + Kim 
(2011) 

Joy; Fun; Pride; Satisfaction Compliments; Reputations;  
Promoting status; Rewards 

Hernandez et al 
(2011) 

Sense of community;  
Altruism; Social influence 

Recognition 

Kankanhalli et al 
2005 

Knowledge;  Self-efficacy; 
Help others (enjoyment, 
pleasure) 

Organizational rewards;  
Reputation/image; 
Reciprocity 

Krasnova et al 
(2010) 

Enjoyment; Build 
convenient relationships; 
Self-presentation    

 

Lakhani + von 
Hippel (2003) 

Fun; Greater cause Career prospects; 
Reputation;  
Reciprocity; 
Knowledgeability 

Li (2011) Social approval; Community 
affinity 

Rewards ; Perceived benefit 

Macaulay et al 
(2007) 

Trust; Sociability; Social 
support 

Usability 

Park + Chung 
(2011) 

Self-presentation desire Rewards 

Sun et al (2012) Sense of self-worth; 
Learning; Enjoyment; Social 
identity; Sense of belonging 

Reputation/image; 
Reciprocity; Community 
advancement 

Wasko + Faraj 
(2005) 

Positive self-evaluation; 
Enjoyment  

Reciprocity; Rewards 

Table 1.1: Individuals’ motivations to participate voluntarily in online 

communities 
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Intrinsic motivations include mostly enjoyment, fun, social approval, self-

representation, and a sense of obligation to the community. Extrinsic 

motivations commonly include expectance of reciprocity, rewards, 

reputation, and visibility. As we will see in the next section, many of these 

constructs are also discussed in more structurally oriented approaches of 

online community research. For example, enjoyment, reciprocity, and 

reputation are often discussed in empirical studies when considering 

collective outcomes. As such, the quite extensive stream of research on 

individual motivations to participate in online communities is presently 

being continued as core constructs informed by this earlier research find 

their way into more structurally designed studies. 

 

ONLINE OCCUPATIONAL COMMUNITIES 

 

Online occupational communities are typically member-initiated and 

professionally oriented (Porter, 2004). Well -known examples stem from 

the domain of open source software (e.g., Bonaccorsi & Rossi, 2003; Hertel 

et al., 2003; von Krogh, Spaeth, & Lakhani, 2003). Exemplary is research on 

the Linux Kernel as described by Lee & Cole (2003). However, innovative 

activities of online communities are not limited to this high-tech domain 

(von Hippel, 2002; Von Hippel & Paradiso, 2008); they have also been 

documented in the development of library software (Morrison, Roberts, & 

von Hippel, 2000), recipes of French chefs (Fauchart & von Hippel, 2008), 

sound editing tools (Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006), juvenile products for 

babies and little children and their parents (Shah & Tripsas, 2007), home 

renovations (Goodsell & Williamson, 2008), computer games (Huffaker et 

al., 2009), mountain biking (Lüthje, Herstatt, & von Hippel, 2002), and cars 

(Müller-Seitz & Reger, 2009).  

 

Several processes and mechanisms of online occupational communities 

have been investigated in previous work. Examples are governance 

mechanisms (O'Mahony & Ferraro, 2007), identity formation and change 

(Campbell, Fletcher, & Greenhill, 2009), innovative capabilities (Di Gangi & 

Wasko, 2009; Füller, Jawecki, & Muhlbacher, 2007), knowledge sharing 

(Chiu, Hsu, & Wang, 2006), intellectual property systems (Fauchart & von 
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Hippel, 2008), shared interest (Campbell et al., 2009; Nambisan, 2002; 

Parameswaran & Whinston, 2007), the interaction and communication 

between members (Lee, Vogel, & Limayem, 2002; Miller, Fabian, & Lin, 

2009), or outcomes thereof, such as entrepreneurship (Frederiksen, 

Dahlander, & Autio, 2008; Shah & Tripsas, 2007), innovation (Füller et al., 

2007), or health care (Sonet & Brody, 2007). Also, as can be seen form 

Table 1.1, individuals’ motivations have regularly been the subject of 

scientific attention.  

 

Table 1.2 presents an illustrative overview of research into online 

occupational communities. Although this overview is by no means 

exhaustive, it reflects the main characteristics of research into this type of 

online communities. First, the most investigated communities are from the 

open source software domain. However, more recently a variety of topics 

has been covered, including more and more diverse topics such as French 

cuisine, building, and basketball shoes to name but a few. Second, many 

scholars rely on a single methodology to investigate them. Often-used 

methodologies are case studies and surveys. Although both methodologies 

certainly have their advantages, it remains disputable if a single-method 

approach does justice to ever-changing and fluid organizations such as 

online communities (Faraj, Jarvenpaa, & Majchrzak, 2011). Also, the mere 

mass of available data from online communities is seductive, as it allows 

researchers to analyze previously unimagined amounts of data. However, it 

is questionable whether pure opportunity should guide research, and also if 

such data-driven approaches appreciate the complex and emerging 

character of online communities (for a more in-depth discussion on this 

point see also chapter 3). In this dissertation, I will contribute to the 

literature on online occupational communities by providing empirical 

evidence of the field of cake decorating in the Netherlands (see chapter 2). 

Furthermore, I employ a variety of methods to do justice to the complex 

nature of online occupational communities.  
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Source Occupation Key Findings Methodology 

Bagozzi & Dholakia 
(2006) 

Developing new 
software code 

This study found that cognitive, affective 
and social determinants of participation 
indeed have consequences on online 
activity.  Furthermore, participants’ 
experience level moderates the extent of 
the Linux User Group’s influence and its 
impact on the user’s participation. 

Survey 

Cova & Pace (2006) Developing new forms 
of business; product 
innovation, e.g. cakes 
made out of Nutella 

The online community thrives on personal 
self-exhibition in front of peers and uses 
rituals that are linked to the brand to 
effectuate this exhibition. The authors 
argue that this is a new form of ‘sociality’, 
as it differs from previously reported 
peer-to-peer interaction.  

Case study 

Dholakia et al. (2004) Depending on the 
community, e.g. Linux, 
MUD's, newsgroups, 
company-sponsored 
venues 

This survey-based study finds that group 
norms and social identity determine 
online community participation. 
Furthermore, the type of community 
moderates this determination and the 
strength of impact on group norms and 
social identity. 
 
 
 

Survey 
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Source Occupation Key Findings Methodology 

Fang & Neufeld (2009) Developing new 
software code 

This case study based research shows that 
situated learning and identity 
construction (adapted from Wenger’s 
legitimate peripheral participation theory) 
were associated with sustained 
participation in an online community. 
Long-term participants were found to 
make both conceptual/advising and 
practical contributions.  

Case study 

Fauchart & von Hippel 
(2008) 

New recipes This mixed-methods study shows how 
chefs enforce social norms to protect 
their otherwise unprotected intellectual 
property (recipes). 

Interviews, survey 

Fleming & Waguespack 
(2007) 

Developing new 
software code 

In this mixed-methods study, leaders in 
open innovation communities are found 
to make strong technical contributions. 
Human and social capital influences 
promotion to leadership, and leaders 
occupy either a brokerage or boundary-
spanning position. Boundary-spanners are 
more likely to become leaders. 
 
 
 

Mixed methods 
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Source Occupation Key Findings Methodology 

Franke & von Hippel 
(2003) 

Developing new 
software code 

Heterogeneous need of users within the 
field of Apache security software users’ is 
satisfied by innovating users’ own 
modifications to software.  

Survey 

Füller et al. (2007) Developing new 
innovative basketball 
shoes 

Core online community members, mostly 
driven by excitement, are responsible for 
the development of joint innovations in 
the domain of basketball shoes.  

Netnography 

Goodsell & Williamson 
(2008) 

Rehabbing and 
revitalizing a city 

Integration of an offline and online 
community (coined a ‘hybrid’ community) 
is achieved by six dynamics: informations 
& explanations, hot topics, humour, 
exercising control, encouragement and 
connecting online & offline.  

Virtual ethnography 

Haefliger et al. (2008) Developing new 
software code 

This research finds that open source 
software developers re-use software code 
because they quickly want to integrate 
functionalities, write their preferred 
software code, and have limited 
resources.  
 
 
 
 

Case study (interviews 
and content analysis) 
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Source Occupation Key Findings Methodology 

Hall & Graham (2004) Developing new code-
breaking techniques 

Online community participants often join 
these groups in order to discover 
information, but over time reciprocity 
becomes a more important driver of 
interaction. 

Mixed methods (survey, 
content analysis, 
interviews) 

Hemetsberger & 
Reinhardt (2006) 

Developing new 
software code 

Learning processes take place on the 
individual and social level, leading to 
concrete experience, reflective 
observation, abstract conceptualization, 
and active experimentation (individual 
level), and collective reflection, collective 
conceptualization, virtual 
experimentation, and participative 
practice (social level). 

Case study 

Hertel et al. (2003) Developing new 
software code 

Individuals and teams are engaged in 
software development, because of 
identification, pragmatic motives and 
tolerance of time investment (individual 
level), and evaluation of team goals and 
self-efficacy (team level). 

Survey 

Lakhani & von Hippel 
(2003) 

Developing solutions 
to problems with 
Apache software 

The Apache systems (based on user-to-
user assistance) functions, based on 
information input by users that returns 
learning benefits to these same users. 

Mixed methods (survey, 
pattern analysis) 
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Source Occupation Key Findings Methodology 

Lee & Cole (2003) Developing new 
software code 

This study develops a model that focuses 
on the learning process of developing 
software code, and that this process is 
driven by criticism and error correction. 

Case study 

Morrison et al. (2000) Developing and 
adapting library 
software 

User innovators (with technical 
capabilities on the ‘leading edge’) have 
been found to modify software in order to 
fit their needs, which are of commercial 
interest to the manufacturers. Knowledge 
is freely shared among users. 

Survey 

Müller-Seitz & Reger 
(2009) 

Develop a tangible 
product, a car, 
according to the 
principles of OSS 

This study compares online communities 
outside of OSS with OSS characteristics 
and finds that some principles are unique 
to OSS.  

Case study 

O'Mahony (2003) Developing new 
software code 

OSS communities use legal and normative 
tactics to protect their products when the 
aim is to make these products publicly 
available. 

Ethnography 

O'Mahony & Ferraro 
(2007) 

Developing new 
software code 

This study examines the governance 
system of an OSS community over time 
and finds that participants share a basis of 
formal authority (bureaucracy) which is 
limited with democratic mechanisms 
(democracy). 

Mixed methods 
(ethnography, statistical 
analysis) 
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Source Occupation Key Findings Methodology 

Piller et al. (2005) Depending on the 
community 

Online community participants engage in 
collaborative co-design in order to reduce 
mass confusion that can arise in large 
online environments. 

Case study 

Ross (2007) Creating new routes 
through London, 
coming up with new 
tips, finding shortcuts 

London cab drivers interact differently in 
backstage versus front-stage regions, 
which allows them to enact several 
interactions that might not be able in the 
front/backstage region. 

Case study 

Shah (2006) Developing new 
software code 

Online community participants join the 
community out of need and stay as a 
hobby. A core group of these hobby 
participants ensures sustainability of the 
community. 

Case study 

Shah & Tripsas (2007) Designing and 
creating new juvenile 
products 

User innovators become ‘accidental’ 
entrepreneurs. They typically engage in 
collective interaction while developing 
their product. 

Survey 

Van Oost et al. (2009) Developing a local 
wireless network 

This study develops a concept of 
community innovation that accounts for 
collective innovation that is user initiated. 
 
 
  

Case study 
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Source Occupation Key Findings Methodology 

von Krogh et al. (2003) Developing new 
software code 

This research distinguishes dimensions of 
‘joining script’, ‘specialization’, 
‘contribution barriers’ and ‘feature gifts’ 
among new participants in software 
developing communities in order to 
understand how these participants 
contribute software code. 

Case study 

Wasko & Faraj (2000) Developing new 
software code 

Knowledge is found to be considered as a 
public good. Knowledge exchange, then, 
happens out of community interest, 
generalized reciprocity and pro-social 
behaviour. 

Survey 

 

Table 1.2: Illustrative overview of research on online occupational communities 
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Although research on online occupational communities does differ in terms 

of context and methodologies (see Table 1.2), there are also similarities 

that integrate such research. I want to point out three themes that are 

typically present in online occupational community research: sociality, 

sharing, and support. These themes capture often observed collective 

behaviour that is more or less explicitly described in the articles presented 

in Table 1.2. The themes not necessarily form the core theoretical 

underpinnings of the various studies; rather, they inform theoretical and 

empirical argumentations. The goal of the proposed categorization into 

three themes is to provide an analytical lens that identifies collective 

behaviours, i.e. social structures that have in prior research been found to 

be important.  

 

Sociality 

Individuals often feel ‘at home’ in a particular community. Indeed, they 

usually spend a considerable amount of time with one specific community 

(Reid, 1995). The need to belong to a community that centres on a certain 

topic is fundamental to human beings, as is widely reflected in the 

literature. At the beginning of the 20th century, Georg Simmel elaborated 

on this subject: ‘With progressive development each individual establishes 

a bond with personalities, who (...) through a factual similarity of assets, 

aptitudes and so forth have a relation with him.’ (1958: 605, own 

translation). More recently, a large body of literature on social identity 

theory (e.g., Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and social identification in organizations 

(e.g., Ashforth & Mael, 1989) emerged, addressing the mechanisms and 

processes that lead to the identification of individuals with social groups. 

This need to connect with others has increasingly been enacted on virtual 

platforms such as online communities. Nowadays, more people than ever 

are connected to the Internet and are therefore able to become part of a 

community of their own choice. Sociality originates in the perceived and 

shared feeling that pro-social behaviour is appropriate in community 

interaction, and manifests itself in social interaction that often takes place 

online. It is implicitly governed by social norms (Moser, Groenewegen & 

Huysman, 2011) which can be enforced by sanctions (e.g., Fauchart & von 

Hippel, 2008).  
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The social side of online communities is often referred to in the literature 

(Dholakia, Bagozzi, & Klein Pearo, 2004; Fang & Neufeld, 2009; Ross, 2007). 

For example, Ebner et al. (2009) state that members of online communities 

interact socially, while adhering to certain policies and sharing a common 

goal. Reid (1999) reports that community members spent almost 60% of 

their online time socializing; with social topics, such as jokes and discussing 

personal feelings, which are a core part to interactions (Wiertz & de Ruyter, 

2007). Further research by Wasko & Faraj (2005) found that members who 

enjoy community interaction are better advisors.  

 

Sharing 

Sharing of information and knowledge is central to most online 

communities as is often reflected in the literature (e.g., Bagozzi & Dholakia, 

2006; Fauchart & von Hippel, 2008; Füller et al., 2007; Goodsell & 

Williamson, 2008; Hall & Graham, 2004). Although community participants 

know that ‘lurkers’ and ‘free riders’ can potentially profit from their 

knowledge contribution, it is not preventing them from publicly disclosing 

information. This might be explained by the concept of ‘sticky information’ 

(von Hippel, 2006): here, it is assumed that information transfer is difficult 

or impossible to achieve in an instrumental and abstract way. Some part of 

the information will remain intractable. Similarly, Lave & Wenger (1991) 

argue that only situated learning enables individuals to absorb information 

in its entirety. Consequently, only a community member can profit from 

this shared knowledge; public disclosure, therefore, is fully beneficial only 

for community members. Following this argumentation, free riders are not 

a problem, as they will never gain access to all dimensions of particular 

information and knowledge: this can only be achieved by full community 

membership that encompasses actively engaging in activities. 

 

Support 

Support encompasses actions that involve any form of assistance, help, or 

guidance that one member offers another. It is highly regarded in online 

communities and, hence, often discussed in empirical accounts (e.g., 

Lakhani & von Hippel, 2003; Lee & Cole, 2003; Müller-Seitz & Reger, 2009; 

Piller, Schubert, Koch, & Möslein, 2005; Ross, 2007). The concept of 
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community members supporting each other is not new; research into 

offline communities (Pescosolido, 1992; Wellman & Wortley, 1990) already 

points toward the phenomenon. More recently, scholars rediscovered the 

value hidden in this idea of support and subsequent collaboration. Adler 

and Heckscher (2006), for example, make the case for a resurrection of the 

idea of community in companies. From their perspective, missing trust and 

feeling of belonging has been destroyed in last decades, but needs to be 

rebuilt in order for companies to thrive again. In a similar vein, Mintzberg 

(2009) argues that the recent economic and financial crisis has been caused 

by this lost sense of community and collaboration.  

 

Collaboration, working together to achieve a common goal, is one of the 

central premises of many online communities, and thus often greatly 

promoted and protected. There are parallels to the concept of collective 

invention (Allen, 1983) and user innovation (Faulkner & Runde, 2009; von 

Hippel, 2006) where community support and collaboration are 

prerequisites for success. Indeed, online communities are often valued for 

their seemingly inexhaustible reservoir of peers who are willing to help.  

 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE AND CONTRIBUTIONS 

 

Online communities that have often been studied in the field of 

organization sciences are member-initiated professional communities. 

Together with electronic networks of practice (located inside the firm) and 

brand or marketing communities (often merely used as marketing tools), 

these typically coined ‘occupational communities’6 become increasingly 

important for organizations and organizing. As recently argued by Gulati 

and colleagues, ‘the increase in close collaboration between formally 

independent firms and in open communities of legally autonomous actors 

poses challenges for our thinking about organizational design’ (Gulati, 

Puranam, & Tushman, 2012: 572). Organization scholars need to revisit 

their theories on organizations and organizing in order to accommodate 

                                                           
6
 In this dissertation, I will interchangeably use ‘online community’, ‘community’, 

‘professional community’ or ‘occupational community’, except otherwise indicated.  
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these ‘legally autonomous actors’ united in online collectives and to 

account for organizations that reject formerly established means of 

coordination and control such as hierarchy. In times of open innovation, 

increasing costs of labour and research, global mobility, and overall growing 

pressure on organizational performance, it becomes more and more 

important to shed light on how online communities ‘work’. Where 

organizations outsource research and development activities (Huston & 

Sakkab, 2007), trust a network of suppliers (Dyer & Nobeoka, 2000), and 

profit from open innovation initiatives (Gruber & Henkel, 2006; 

Waguespack & Fleming, 2009), it is necessary to disentangle the social 

structures that drive the enormous potential that is present in online 

communities. 

 

Despite the large body of knowledge on online communities, some puzzles 

still remain. In particular, empirical studies that investigate the multi-

layered dynamics of online communities are still sparse. In particular, the 

interplay between individual participants and emerging social structures 

over time needs more scholarly attention. In this dissertation, I will provide 

an in-depth account of one online community that aims to fill this gap. By 

taking into account the community’s context, I will discuss social structures 

rooted in individual behaviours and thus provide a rich view on the 

dynamics in this online community.  

 

Theoretical perspective 

Research on online communities has been conducted from a variety of 

theoretical perspectives. Many scholars adopted a social network lens 

(Barabasi et al., 2002; Pfeil & Zaphiris, 2009), others used exchange theory 

(Brown, Broderick, & Lee, 2007), social identity theory (Amiot & Sansfacon, 

2011), learning theory (Barab, Kling, & Gray, 2004), or social capital theory 

(Wasko & Faraj, 2005). However, many accounts of online communities 

presented a rather static view. Often, the community is researched at one 

point in time, therefore neglecting evolution and development of the 

community and its members (e.g., Chiu et al., 2006). Other researchers did 

take into account development over time, but sometimes focused on a 
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single aspect of the community such as network exchange patterns (Faraj & 

Johnson, 2011). 

 

In this dissertation I depart from a perspective of social structures, which 

are broadly defined as recognizable patterns of behaviour (Merton, 1938). 

As in any social system, social interaction is not simple or following rational 

laws of causality; rather, it is complex and takes place on different levels 

over time (Coleman, 1994). Giddens (1984) has argued that in structuration 

– that is, the creation of a social system – individuals (on the micro level) at 

the same time create and are influenced by social structures (on the macro 

level), constituting a ‘duality of structure’ that evolves over time. Social 

structures are defined as rules and resources (Giddens, 1984), which are 

‘drawn upon in the production and reproduction of social action [and] are 

at the same time the means of system reproduction’ (Giddens, 1984: 19). 

Such a perspective implies that it is necessary to study the phenomenon 

over time, taking into account the emergence and subsequent maintenance 

of social structures.  

 

But also the need exists for a detailed understanding of the mechanisms 

both from the perspective of the community participant as well as in regard 

of the resulting interaction rules and structures. Therefore, in this 

dissertation I present a series of studies that draw on this perspective and 

highlight both the positioning of the individual community participants 

(chapter 4) as well as the resulting patterns of interaction (chapters 2 and 

3). The manner in which I engaged in these studies draws on a variety of 

data in order to understand these individual perspectives and the ways in 

which they result in larger structures.  

 

To summarize, in this dissertation I investigate what makes online 

communities ‘work’. Many studies acknowledge that online communities 

are governed (O'Mahony & Ferraro, 2007) by either community members 

or firms that engage online communities for purposes such as idea 

competition (Jeppesen & Lakhani, 2010) or innovation (Jeppesen & 

Frederiksen, 2006). However, many communities operate without explicit 

governance mechanisms, and without being engaged and led by firms 
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(although they do often provide firms with much appreciated resources, 

see e.g. Füller et al., 2007). How, then, do these communities ‘work’, in 

other words what are their social and organizing structures? Thus, I ask the 

following question:  

  

How are organizing structures in online communities enacted by 

participants over time? 

 

I divide the overarching research questions into subquestions that will be 

answered in the following chapters. Taken together, the chapters provide a 

picture of how organizing structures evolve over time, how these are 

enacted by participants, how perception of these structures might differ, 

and how evolving organizing structures can influence process outcomes 

such as entrepreneurship. In chapter 2 I will address the question ‘How do 

participants in online communities enact organizing structures?’ focusing on 

individuals’ behaviour that collectively leads to organizing structures. This 

chapter integrates social network theory with interpretive research, and 

thus aims to do justice to the structuration perspective as discussed above. 

It employs network theory and thus builds a bridge with traditional 

approaches toward (online) community research (see also Groenewegen & 

Moser, forthcoming). The chapter is an important contribution, as it 

provides answers to main elements of the overarching research question.  

 

In chapter 3, I compare two online communities in terms of the perception 

of social structures, answering the question if and how online communities 

from different contexts are similar. Based on insights from chapter 1, this 

chapter investigates how participants of two online communities report 

their perceptions of social structures, and how these perceptions differ. It 

thus provides insights into similarities and differences between online 

communities based on context and background of participants, and as such 

points out important avenues for future research.  

 

Finally, in chapter 4 the central question is ‘How does online community 

participation influence processes of entrepreneurship?’ As such, it sheds 

light on how the community developed over time from a hobbyist website 
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toward a more professional platform. The findings of this chapter point out 

how participants in online communities ground social interaction in 

organizing structures in online communities, and how this process unfolds 

over time. 

 

Contributions to the literature 

As social structures in online communities differ greatly from those in 

traditional organizations (such as hierarchy or network position, e.g., Ibarra, 

1992; Mintzberg, 1998), there is a need to further investigate this 

phenomenon. This is important in order to be able to explain how collective 

outcomes are generated and how people are able to make sense of their 

social interactions despite a lack of typically taken-for-granted social cues 

(e.g., body language) in an environment dominated by textual interactions. 

In particular organization studies should pay attention to online 

communities, as has been argued by Gulati and colleagues (2012). Online 

communities have come to play such an important role in businesses’ 

operations (Dahlander & Frederiksen, 2012) that the academic community 

should rethink the theories that form the foundations of our understanding 

of organizations. The ‘old-fashioned’ rules of the game – formal rules and 

hierarchy, monetary incentives and control seem to be taking a backseat 

(Lakhani, Lifshitz-Assaf, & Tushman, 2012); rather, organizations benefit 

from networks of firms and individuals or communities that are connected 

by a shared system-level goal rather than an authority-based commons 

(Gulati et al., 2012).  

 

Therefore, answers to the research question contribute to literature on 

online communities in two ways. First, I propose to study online 

communities as emergent social systems, therefore taking into account the 

development process over time which is important to be able to make 

meaningful statements about these virtual organizational forms. 

Investigating organizing structures helps to further complement what we 

already know about online communities and answers calls for research in 

that direction (Dahlander & Frederiksen, 2012; Faraj et al., 2011; Hercheui, 

2011).  
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Second, online communities are essentially social networks that allows for 

the flow of meaning between individuals, and also between individuals and 

social structures (Owen-Smith & Powell, 2008). Such a perspective allows 

integrating micro- and macro-level investigations, as it assumes that 

individuals and social structures are inextricably intertwined and shape one 

another. Therefore, this research contributes to the literature by offering a 

theoretical perspective that aims to bridge formerly separate streams of 

research by reconciling individual-based and structure-based investigations. 

In particular, I discuss how online communities emerge from this 

perspective, and how organization theory can inform new thinking about 

the phenomenon. In fact, I assume in this dissertation that online 

communities exist as a consequence of the interplay between individuals 

and social structure over time, within a certain context that inevitably 

shapes the community’s structuration. 

 

Practical contributions 

As more and more people join the Internet and specifically online 

occupational communities, it has become inevitable for organizations to 

somehow engage with them. In some sectors virtual collaboration has been 

established for years (e.g. the open source sector), but also more traditional 

disciplines such as health care are opening up and incorporate virtual 

collaboration and online communities in their business models. As the 

importance of online communities for organizations grows, it becomes 

increasingly important to better understand how these communities ‘work’. 

Only if businesses understand which social structures and accompanying 

processes are at the very basis of online community collaboration will they 

be able to engage with them to the best of their ability. As a consequence 

of this understanding, organizations will better be able to tap into resources 

that online communities typically foster in abundance, such as relevant and 

timely information and knowledge, access to social networks, and a 

voluntary ‘workforce’ of participants who enjoy to hand out advice. 

 

Second, online communities are not only important for organizations. 

Increasingly, entrepreneurs and freelance professionals recognize the value 

of online communities (which I will describe in more detail in chapter 4). As 
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the share of entrepreneurs and freelance professionals in society will likely 

grow in the future, and organizational affiliation therefore will decline, the 

desire to establish a shared professional platform independent of 

organizations is increasing. These people experience a need to have a place 

where they can keep in contact with peers, share news and knowledge, 

exchange opinions and make use of other experts’ know-how. The case 

described in this dissertation is a prime example: although initially a hobby 

community, it nowadays constitutes a platform also for professionals, who 

use it as a knowledge repository, meeting place, opportunity to network, 

recruitment agency, and last but not least grapevine to hear the latest 

news. However, many entrepreneurs and freelance professionals are no 

experts when it comes to community building. Therefore, results from this 

dissertation might assist stakeholders to sustainably build an online 

community based on knowledge about its organizing structures. For 

example, if an online community turns out to place much value on 

‘sociality’ (see above), the community’s stakeholders might decide to 

streamline the platform’s technical features in a way that enhances that 

sociality.  

 

RESEARCH SETTING AND METHODOLOGY 

 

The choice for this particular online community was based on a number of 

reasons. First, cake decorating offered a unique opportunity to study an 

online community’s evolution. The field of cake decorating is different from 

related fields such as baking or patisserie, because it focuses mainly on the 

decoration of cakes and cupcakes. Baking, for example, is concerned with 

the actual process of cooking, whereas patisserie involves the process of 

cooking and decorating pastries and sweets. Second, the online community 

evolved only very recently. Before that time, only a few hobbyists and 

businesses in cake decorating were scattered across the country. Although 

cake decorating has been a fad in the UK and USA for some time now, the 

Dutch only quite recently discovered it. As such, it was possible to trace the 

evolution of the community and talk to people who remembered its history 

and development. Finally, the online community’s boundaries and isolation 

due to its language (Dutch, which is spoken only in a few countries and 
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mainly in the Netherlands) made it easier to identify boundaries and 

important phases. 

 

Setting 

The Dutch online community of cake decorators is a lively community 

without a formal hierarchy or other form of tangible organising structure. 

The website7 that preceded the online community was founded in 2000 as a 

pet project of a hobby cake baker and is advertised as being ‘expanded to a 

source of knowledge and inspiration for everybody who is enthusiastic 

about home-made cakes’. In 2004, the online community has been realized. 

Since then, it has been possible for anybody to register free of charge. At 

the time of publication of this dissertation, the community had more than 

23,000 participants and more than 2.1 million messages were posted.  

 

This rapid increase in online community participation from 2007 until 2010 

is exemplary for a ‘hype’ on cakes and cupcakes that unfolded in the 

Netherlands (see also subsequent sections). This hype has been reflected in 

the media, such as shown in Figure 1.38. Here, the number of newspaper 

articles in Dutch newspapers on cakes and cupcakes per month is depicted, 

showing an upward trend with the highest attention to the subject in 

August 2012. 

                                                           
7
 The website is publicly available. However, during data collection I ensured 

anonymity of participants. Although their identities at no time could be traced 
based on the data presented in this dissertation, for privacy and anonymity reasons 
I chose not to reveal the community’s URL. 
8
 The graph is based on an analysis of articles in Dutch newspapers. The search 

terms ‘cake’ and ‘cupcake’ were entered in Lexis Nexis Academic in October 2012. 
The search returned 183 articles, the distribution over time is depicted in Figure 
1.3. 



INTRODUCTION 

 

42 
 

 
 

Figure 1.3: Number of newspaper articles in Dutch newspapers per month, 

with ‘cake’ or ‘cupcake’ in the title 

 

Communication in the online community occurs through an asynchronous 

message board: messages can be left at any time, are archived, and other 

participants can react at their convenience. Topics covered include 

techniques of cake baking and decorating, tips and tricks, how-to’s, social 

and professional support, sharing of knowledge and insider tips, diffusion of 

opportunities for workshops, and other cake-related issues. Topics are 

typically divided into subforums, which include ‘Baking & Decorating Cakes’, 

‘Before & After Baking’, ‘Regional Meetings & Events’, ‘Do It Yourself’, and 

‘Show Off’. The most frequented subforums are ‘Show Off’ with 60% of all 

messages, followed by ‘Baking & Decorating Cakes’ and ‘Before & After 

Baking’ with 18%/17% of all messages. Figure 1.4 shows a break-out in 

terms of messages per subforum. 
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Figure 1.4: Break-out of number of messages per subforum 

 

‘Show Off’ is a platform for showing one’s cakes and consists of four 

subcategories, which are ‘Cake Parade’, ‘Wedding and Layered Cakes’, 

‘Cupcakes etc’ and ‘3D cakes’. Most popular is the category of ‘Cake 

Parade’, where everybody can show pictures of their cakes. The second 

most frequented category is that of ‘A Chat after Baking’, part of the 

subforum of ‘Before & After Baking’ (which further consists of ‘WWW’, a 

category about online resources, and two categories about secondhand 

utensils and workshop offers). Finally, the other popular subforum, that of 

‘Baking & Decorating Cakes’, discusses technical issues. Its sub-categories 

are ‘Recipes’, ‘Cake Decoration General’, ‘How Tos’, ‘Appliances’, 

‘Decorating’, and ‘Covering’. Figure 1.5 shows the distribution of messages 

across the subcategories. 
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Figure 1.5: Distribution of messages across subcategories (x-axis shows the 

number of messages) 

 

Aside from interaction on the online community, cake decorators 

communicate through other means (mail, telephone, social media), during 

fairs, competitions and exhibitions, and meet each other for workshops, 

lectures or when sharing work. However, the main communication platform 

still is the online community, due to a number of reasons. First, offline 

meetings occur infrequent, for example the main cake fair is a yearly event. 

Second, the cake decorators are scattered all over the country; therefore, 

the threshold to meet socially or very frequently is quite high for many 

participants. Third, many cake decorators are busy with other activities 

(family, work, other hobbies) and therefore enjoy the convenience of the 

online platform where it is possible to interact at any time. As such, the 

online community figures as a pivot for social interaction and economic 
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activity. Therefore, in the remainder of this dissertation I focus mainly on 

activities in the online community.  

 

Methodology 

In this dissertation, I employ a variety of methodologies in order to answer 

the subquestions presented in the separate chapters. Research into 

organizing structures in online communities is still evolving, and many 

debates remain unresolved for the time being. As such, theories on the 

phenomenon are nascent or intermediate, calling for qualitative or hybrid 

research methodologies (Edmondson & McManus, 2007). Furthermore, 

organizing structures are complex social phenomena. These organizing 

structures emerge as a process, and following Van de Ven (2007) therefore 

need to be researched accordingly by adopting a process model design. 

Although not all chapters employ a mixed methods design, overall the 

dissertation provides a picture of organizing social structures in the online 

community of cake bakers that is informed by a mixed method study 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). Table 1.3 summarizes the different steps of 

the research.  

 

Time Data collection Data analysis Data presentation 

June 2008 – 
September 
2012 

Observation of 
the online 
community 

Collection of data 
in the form of 
notes that inform 
data interpretation 
of other types of 
data; basis for 
development of 
survey  

Complements 
description of 
community and 
facilitates 
interpretation of 
findings 

Collection of 
log file data  

Statistical/network 
analysis (chapter 2, 
3); interpretative 
analysis (chapter 2, 
4) 

Statistical/network 
results (chapter 2, 
3); interpretative 
findings (chapter 2, 
4); illustrative 
quotes (chapter 2, 
4)  
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Time Data collection Data analysis Data presentation 

January – 
May 2011 

Interviews with 
24 cake 
decorators 

Interpretive 
analysis (chapter 2, 
4) 

Illustrative quotes 
(chapter 2, 4) 

February 
2011 

Online survey 
(N=686), online 
survey 
comparison 
case (N=79) 

Statistical analysis 
(chapter 3), 
semantic map 
analysis (chapter 3) 

Statistical results 
(chapter 3) 

 
Table 1.3: Summary of research process 
 

RELATED PUBLICATIONS 

 

The chapters of this dissertation are the result of earlier conference 

publications, or build on earlier published or presented work. Table 1.4 

summarizes (earlier versions of) articles that were published and presented 

as part of this PhD project.  
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Chapter Related publications 

1 Parts of this chapter will be published as ‘Online Communities: 
Challenges and Opportunities for Social Network Research’, in 
Research in the Sociology of Organizations, volume 
‘Contemporary Perspectives on Organizational Social Networks’ 
(Groenewegen & Moser, forthcoming). Parts of earlier versions 
of this chapter were presented at the Academy of Management 
Meeting 2011, San Antonio, TX, USA (Moser, Groenewegen & 
Huysman, 2011); OLKC 2010, Boston, USA (Moser, Groenewegen 
& Huysman, 2010); and the 25th EGOS Colloquium 2009, 
Barcelona, Spain (Moser, Groenewegen & Huysman, 2009).  

2 This chapter is forthcoming in Information Systems Journal 
(2013), 23:5 (Moser, Ganley, & Groenewegen, in press). Parts of 
this chapter are published in the proceedings of 44thHawaii 
International Conference on System Science, Maui, Hawaii, USA 
(Ganley, Moser & Groenewegen, 2012), and it is building on 
‘Extending Social Network Analysis with Discourse Analysis: 
Combining Relational with Interpretive Data’, published as book 
chapter in The Influence of Technology on Social Network 
Analysis and Mining (Moser, Groenewegen & Huysman, 2013) 

3 An earlier version of this chapter was presented at the Academy 
of Management Meeting 2013 (Moser & Deichmann, 2013). 

4  This chapter was presented at the Academy of Management 
Meeting 2013 (Moser, Groenewegen & Wakkee, 2013). An 
earlier version of this chapter was presented at the 9th 
International Open and User Innovation Workshop 2011, Vienna, 
Austria (Moser, Groenewegen & Wakkee, 2011). 

 

Table 1.4: Publications and presentations as part of this PhD project 

 

 

 



 

48 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



COMMUNICATIVE GENRES AS ORGANIZING STRUCTURES 

 

49 
 

CHAPTER 2 

 

COMMUNICATIVE GENRES AS ORGANIZING STRUCTURES IN ONLINE 

COMMUNITIES – OF TEAM PLAYERS AND STORYTELLERS9 

 

In this chapter, we examine the question of how participants in online 

communities enact organizing structures. We conduct an empirical study 

based on interpretative and quantitative data and analysis, and argue that 

communicative genres fulfill the role of intangible organizing structures in 

online communities. These structures are important in the absence of more 

formal or tangible structures. Furthermore, we take into account 

participants’ position in the social network, and find that distinct participant 

clusters use communicative genres quite differently. In particular, we 

distinguish four participant clusters using distinct genre repertoires: team 

players, who make short, advising messages; storytellers, who post less but 

longer and very social messages; utility posters, who share knowledge but 

neglect social interaction; and all-round talents, who engage in various 

actions and have average messages, without blinking out in any activity. 

With this research, we provide an analytical tool that allows practitioners to 

assess community activities, and inform and evaluate strategies for change 

toward improved outcomes.  

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

Online communities have been at the core of the recent explosive growth 

of digital enabled social networks, with Facebook as the most prominent 

example. Online communities consist of people who interact socially 

around a shared purpose on a shared digital platform (Preece, 2000) and 

depend on the willingness of participants to establish connections (Ren, 

Kraut, & Kiesler, 2007). Present-day online communities have emerged out 

                                                           
9
 This chapter is specifically aimed at exploring interpretive methodologies to study 

online communities. As such, it has been accepted for publication in a special issue 
on that topic, entitled ‘Interpreting Digital Enabled Social Networks’, edited by Eoin 
Whelan, Robin Teigland, Emma Vaast and Brian Butler. 
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of the archetypical online discussion communities embodied by text-based 

communication between individuals (Rheingold, 2000), and are the type of 

community still visited by the majority of internet users (Butler & Wang, 

2012). While scholars recognise the potential of online communities to 

offer important advantages for organizations (Dahlander, Frederiksen, & 

Rullani, 2008; von Hippel, 2006), they have also acknowledged that a key 

feature of most online communities, their informal organizing structure, is 

distinctly different from more formally organizing structures commonly 

observed in traditional organizations (Faraj et al., 2011). Yet, these 

structures, however ad hoc they appear, have been observed at the core of 

interaction in online communities and can be instrumental in stimulating 

outcomes such as entrepreneurship (Frederiksen et al., 2008; Shah & 

Tripsas, 2007), creativity (Ebner et al., 2009) or innovation (Füller et al., 

2007). Clearly, online communities provide researchers with a fascinating 

modern environment to examine the ways social interaction can foster the 

knowledge and innovative potential of individuals. 

 

However, what still remains largely unexamined by researchers is how the 

‘fabric of organization’ (Zammuto, Griffith, Majchrzak, Dougherty, & Faraj, 

2007) in online communities is woven. This is a critical gap in existing 

research since a better understanding of these organizing structures is 

beneficial for stakeholders, such as commercial firms or community 

operators, to understand what kinds of activity are actually carried out in 

the network and assess the activity of the community in new ways. It also 

opens up the possibilities to design interventions in accord with these 

insights, such as implementation of new functions in the platforms. 

Furthermore, knowledge of how these structures evolve over time can 

inform strategies on desired change, such as increasing innovative output. 

Not every online experience is equally powerful or satisfying for every 

participant (Cummings, Butler, & Kraut, 2002), and many communities 

flounder or disappear completely over time (Lutters & Ackerman, 2003). 

However, more than 2 billion people are now connected to the Internet 

(internetworldstats.com, 2012)  and online communities are gaining an 

increasing share of their online time and attention. Therefore, the role and 
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nature of organizing structures that foster potentially vibrant online 

communities should not be ignored. To begin to fill in this gap in our 

understanding, we ask the question: how do participants in online 

communities enact organizing structures? 

 

Communication plays an elementary part in any organization (Heng & De 

Moor, 2003) such that some scholars argue that any investigation of 

organization needs to study communicative practices (Wilson & Peterson, 

2002). In online communities, communication is even more foundational 

given that often the website record of communication is the only 

connection that participants may have with each other. Therefore, we 

ground our study in the concept of communicative genres (Orlikowski & 

Yates, 1994; Yates & Orlikowski, 1992) which we conceptualize as 

organizing structures in online communities. Communicative genres are 

defined as ‘distinctive type[s] of communicative action, characterized by a 

socially recognized communicative purpose and common aspects of form’ 

(Orlikowski & Yates, 1994: 543). An example of a communicative genre that 

we identify in this paper is that of sharing: it concerns messages that are 

topic-driven and in which information is offered to others concerning 

individual knowledge or experiences. Our results demonstrate the insight 

that is gained by grounding the study of organizing structures in online 

communities on the theoretic base of communicative genres. 

 

The goal of this research is to both expand our understanding of online 

communities and to further the methodological practices in this area. 

Beyond our findings, a key contribution of our work is to extend earlier 

efforts by employing a mixed methods approach that combines individually 

robust interpretative, statistical and network analyses into a unified study; 

to our knowledge there is little to no prior work to this effect. Further, we 

have made progress in developing a more insightful calculation of the social 

network topology and in demonstrating the use of quantitative and 

interpretive methods simultaneously. We believe that this work is a strong 

response to calls for research that not only map the topology of online 

networks, but also fills the networks with meaning. As such, it adds to 

literature that discusses the intersection of online networks with the 
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(offline) lives and work of people (Agarwal, Gupta, & Kraut, 2008; Whelan, 

Golden, & Donnellan, 2011).  

 

To preview our results, we answer the question of the how participants in 

online communities enact organizing structures by describing these in 

terms of four distinct communicative genres (affirmation, sharing, advice 

and social glue). Furthermore, we identify four distinct clusters of 

participants that use different genre repertoires (different configurations of 

genres): team players, who draft short, advising messages; storytellers, who 

post less but longer and very social messages; utility posters, who share 

knowledge but neglect social interaction; and all-round talents, who engage 

in various actions and have average messages, without standing out in any 

activity. The conclusions we are able to draw from this study demonstrate 

the insight that a framework based on communicative genres can provide in 

examining the organization of online communities, and become a launching 

pad for further research tracing the impact of different clusters within the 

community and the dynamic interactions between these clusters over time. 

 

This article is organized as follows. First, we briefly discuss the theoretical 

underpinnings of the study. Next, we explain our methodology and describe 

setting, data collection and analysis. After that, we examine the results 

from the different analyses. Finally, we interpret the findings and discuss 

their implications for theory and practice. 

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

The general approach of this study is to explore how participants in online 

communities enact organizing structures in the form of communicative 

genres. The foundation for our work draws from two dominant streams of 

research: online communities and social networks, and   organizing 

structures and communicative genres. In the following section, we will 

briefly review some of the most relevant literature in both of these very 

large areas. 
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Online Communities and Social Networks 

Online communities can be classified as a type of a digital enabled social 

network (Garton et al., 2006), and as such are part of a research stream 

that is by now entering its second decade. Initial studies focused on 

overarching concepts such as identity (Foster, 1997), power (Reid, 1999) 

and social structures (Smith, 1999). More recently, scholars studied 

outcomes of online community activities such as entrepreneurship 

(Frederiksen et al., 2008; Shah & Tripsas, 2007), creativity (Ebner et al., 

2009), social capital (Ellison et al., 2007) or innovation (Füller et al., 2007). 

 

With the advent of sophisticated data analysis programs and techniques 

that can manage the intensive requirements of network analysis, 

quantitative studies of social networks have exploded. Indeed, network 

scholars have been interested in online networks right from the very 

beginnings of the digital revolution (Wellman et al., 2002; Wellman & Gulia, 

1999). There are numerous studies that have investigated the connections 

between network topology and various outcomes (Ahuja, 2000; Rosenkopf 

& Padula, 2008). For example, social network analysis has been used to 

examine the impact that network positions have on information and 

knowledge flow between individuals and groups (Faraj & Johnson, 2011) 

which can complement earlier research of a more descriptive nature. 

However, using only statistical and social network analyses limits in-depth 

understanding of the network (Jack, 2005), and most of this work makes 

little to no effort to directly connect with other types of studies. There 

remains a large gap in providing a bridge across the methodologies in online 

community and social network research, even when the target concepts of 

interest overlap. 

 

Organizing Structures and Communicative Genres 

The concept of organizing in relation to structures has been defined mainly 

in the domain of organization sciences by a variety of researchers, focusing 

on principles such as hierarchy (Mintzberg, 1998) or power related to 

network positions (Ibarra, 1992; Rosenkopf & Padula, 2008). Broadly 

defined, social structures are recognizable patterns of behaviour (Merton, 

1938). From an organization study perspective, these structures can be 
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conceptualized as organizing structures, which essentially capture how and 

within which frames day-to-day interaction in organizations takes place. 

Such structures have typically been defined as organizational structures, 

implying that these structures can be imposed and implemented in an often 

top-down fashion (such as in case of a formal hierarchy, cf. Mintzberg, 

1998). In the domain of online communities, however, organizing structures 

obtain a different meaning. In an environment that typically lacks 

traditional formal structures such as hierarchy (Faraj et al., 2011) it is 

important to shed light on how these communities do organize. As such, we 

define organizing structures as recognizable and distinct patterns of 

behaviour that are implicitly understood (as opposed to explicitly 

formalized as is the case with e.g. hierarchy). Although quite some studies 

have examined the network structure of online communities (e.g., Adamic 

& Adar, 2005; Brown et al., 2007; Faraj & Johnson, 2011; Wasko & Faraj, 

2005) and structures of e-mail communication (Ahuja & Carley, 1999; Tyler, 

Wilkinson, & Huberman, 2007) it still remains unclear how (and which) 

organizing structures evolve in the absence of formal governance 

mechanisms.  

 

In the past, a number of studies investigated online community interaction 

through a communicative genre lens. For example, Silva et al. (2008) 

discussed how diverse practices lead to cohesion in blog communities by 

examining blog posts. Another study describes identity construction and 

culture of two online communities by using the concept of language games 

(Fayard & DeSanctis, 2010). Emigh & Herring (2005) discovered the genre 

differences between two types of online encyclopaedias. Based on such 

studies attempts have been made to suggest ways to design community 

communication as to optimize outcomes from a managerial perspective 

(Fayard & DeSanctis, 2010). However, there is still a gap between insights 

into communicative genres and how organizing structures emerge in online 

communities.  

 

We build on the concept of communicative genres (Orlikowski & Yates, 

1994; Yates & Orlikowski, 1992) and treat them as building the foundation 
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of organizing structures in online communities. This enables us to adopt a 

perspective that assumes communication, which lies at the core of online 

community interaction, as essential for the emergence of organizing 

structures. Indeed, Yates & Orlikowski argue that ‘organizing 

communication [is...] a structuration process’ (1992: 300), because 

communicative genres are shaped by participants’ communicative actions 

in online communities, while these participants’ communicative actions are 

at the same time shaped by the genres.  

 

A communicative genre is ‘a distinctive type of communicative action, 

characterized by a socially recognized communicative purpose and common 

aspects of form’ (Orlikowski & Yates, 1994: 543, emphasis added). Genres 

can be differentiated along two dimensions: form and purpose. Form refers 

to observable features, which in the case of online communities might be 

the use of emoticons (e.g.,;-)) or embedded information (e.g., hyperlinks). 

Purpose refers to the actual meaning of content and a specific objective, 

such as questions or tips in online communities. Thus genres fulfil the role 

of ordering communication behaviour in the absence of authority 

structures. Genres both limit and enable specific types of communication in 

the community. Orlikowski and Yates (1994) point out that often multiple 

genres are used at the same time; they might either be overlapping or 

interdependent. As such, they are intertwined practically, but for analytical 

purposes it is possible to discern between them (1994: 545). A genre 

repertoire entails established communicative practices and thus ‘the set of 

genres routinely enacted by a particular community’ (Orlikowski & Yates, 

1994: 546). As traditional organizations draw on different communicative 

genres such as the memo or report, which in a particular combination form 

a genre repertoire, we argue that online communities as well draw on 

different, albeit intangible, communicative genres. In combination, then, 

these form particular genre repertoires which are routinely enacted by an 

online community, or sub-groups within that community.  
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METHODOLOGY AND SETTING 

 

We have structured our approach to this study to address both the form 

and purpose dimensions of communicative genres by combining both 

quantitative and interpretative analyses in a complementary manner. Such 

an approach is appropriate when investigating phenomena that are not yet 

fully understood (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007; Edmondson & McManus, 

2007) as is the case with organizing structures in online communities. As 

stated before, the form dimension refers to the observable features of 

communication – this aligns with the measures and insights that develop 

from a quantitative analysis of the communication ‘data’ (i.e. the postings 

to a community website). The purpose dimension refers to the meaning 

and intention of the communication – this can be illuminated by 

interpretive research using both content analysis of the postings and 

interviews with the participants. In the following sections we outline first 

the source for our data and then the processes we followed to conduct this 

multi-pronged approach. 

 

Setting 

As the subject for our study, we were provided access to a Dutch online 

community of cake decorators, a robust and lively community without a 

formal hierarchy or other form of tangible organizing structure. The 

community was founded in 2000 as a pet project of a hobby cake baker. 

Since 2004, it has been possible for anybody to register free of charge. At 

the time of analysis, the community had more than 15,000 participants and 

more than 1.6 million messages. Communication occurs through an 

asynchronous message board: messages can be left at any time, are 

archived, and other participants can react at their convenience. Topics 

covered include techniques of cake baking and decorating, tips and tricks, 

how-tos, social and professional support, sharing of knowledge and insider 

tips, diffusion of opportunities for workshops and other cake-related issues.  

 

This website provided us with two forms of data for this study: the log file 

data of postings to the website with time-stamps and username 
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information and the body of the messages posted. The website is publicly 

accessible, nevertheless we asked (and were granted) access from the 

website owner. For this research, we focused on the website activity of one 

of the most active sub-forums of the website which, since 2004, has 

encompassed 12726 threads with anywhere from 1 to 197 messages 

(average of 4.6) per thread. We focused on this particular sub-forum as it is 

concerned with the knowledge-intensive part of cake baking and 

decorating; as such, the interaction here is closely related to community 

outcomes such as innovation or creativity. In the time period from January 

1, 2011 to May 12, 2011, there were 4975 registered participants in this 

forum. We constrained our study to active participants, defined as having at 

least four messages in this forum total and at least one since January 1, 

2011, which resulted in 830 individuals and 6969 messages. As described 

later, some of these individuals were contacted and interviewed for the 

interpretive component of the study – interview data were collected during 

5 months at the end of 2010 and beginning of 2011.  

 

Quantitative methodology – the form dimension of communicative genres  

To quantify the data in a manner suggested by the form dimension of 

communicative genre (which refers to observable features), we identified 

three facets of data measures. These facets are inspired by work on online 

behaviour (Bateman, Gray, & Butler, 2006) and social networks (Burt, 

Horgath, & Michaud, 2000). They are not all-encompassing as there are 

many other possible ways to operationalize data derived from online 

communities, particularly on online behaviour (e.g., Blanchard, 2004; 

Brandtzaeg & Heim, 2011). However, as our analysis shows, we are able to 

explain 74.3% of the variance and are thus confident that we have captured 

important variables.  

 

The first facet of the form dimension reflects the activity of the participant 

over time, the second facet the behaviour of the participant at a given 

moment (in a single message), and the third addresses the participant’s 

social network relations. Within the facets, we discern several behaviour 

markers or discrete measures. The facet activity includes two markers: ‘visit 

pace’, which is a time index between messages; and ‘personal information’, 
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which is a Boolean value of whether or not a personal signature is included. 

The facet behaviour describes distinguishing individual characteristics of a 

single message and includes four markers. First, ‘message length’ refers to 

the count of characters in each message. Second, ‘style affect’ indicates an 

emotional loading of messages by counting emoticons (e.g. ;-)). Third, 

‘embedded information’ is a count of the inclusion of hyperlinks to external 

information, and finally ‘directed messages’ is a count indicator of 

specifically quoting other community participants in one’s own response.  

 

The final facet of the form dimension, social network relations, only 

contains one behaviour marker but it is perhaps the most layered in 

meaning. This is the behaviour marker of ‘participant intensity’ which 

represents a quantifiable measure of each participant’s social network as is 

manifest in the website activity. As we interpret this marker, it measures 

the degree to which a participant interacts with other participants non-

randomly – the website functions as a community for the participant, as 

opposed to an anonymous crowd – and thus must be calculated by looking 

at relationship data and not individual data. Because the participant 

relationships on this website are not explicitly given, they must be inferred 

from posting behaviour. A common method to construct relationship data 

in this situation is a standard affiliation network construction (Faust, 1997) 

where the co-occurrence of two participants on a single thread (of a 

website with many discrete threads) creates an instance of a relationship 

tie between those participants (e.g., Faraj & Johnson, 2011; Wasko & Faraj, 

2005). The instances may be added to create a dimension of strength to 

that relationship. While this is a satisfactory, albeit rudimentary, beginning, 

we have chosen to go further with this measure and create a richer method 

of weighting the thread affiliation ties to better represent the true 

likelihood that participants are interacting non-randomly. In our weighting 

scheme, we assume that contributors to any thread on the community are 

likely to be (reasonably) aware of other contributors to the same thread 

before posting their message; however we cannot necessarily make that 

assumption for contributors after posting their message. We also assume 

that they are most aware of the contributor who posted the first message 



COMMUNICATIVE GENRES AS ORGANIZING STRUCTURES 

 

59 
 

(since that interested them enough to read the thread) and the contributor 

who posted immediately before them (since that is the last thing they see 

and probably read before posting). Therefore, we adopted a graded 

weighing scale for our affiliation network where these relationship ties add 

strength most heavily (full value of 1), and then decay the weightings as the 

messages were further apart in time and position in the thread. We further 

assumed that tie strength decays (becomes 0) at a separation of 10 

messages (cf. Burt, 2002), which is the number of messages that is visible 

on each page. Thus, each affiliation instance in each thread received a value 

from 0 to 1, which was a directed weight of the relationship tie from the 

poster to those that posted before. Our social network is then created by 

adding up these relationship ties from each thread into a cumulative value 

for each relationship, thus resulting in a weighted network map of all the 

participants on the site. Finally, to translate this information into a measure 

of each individual’s ‘participant intensity’, we use the social network 

calculation of the constraint index (Burt, 1997) which represents the 

intensity of the network connections at each node. Thus, we interpret our 

marker of ‘participant intensity’ to represent to a reasonable degree the 

level of interaction participants have with a specific subset of other 

participants, and we do believe that this is a stronger measure than has 

been typically used in other research. Of course, this measure has no insight 

into the nature of the interaction – we just infer ‘awareness’ – but is critical 

to establish the degree of participant intensity in the online community in 

question. 

 

Interpretive methodology – the purpose dimension of communicative genres 

The interpretative part of our analysis was guided by the purpose 

dimension of communicative genres (which refers to the actual meaning of 

content and a specific objective). Our goal in this process is to identify and 

classify the types of communication behaviour by the intent of the 

participant in ways that enrich our understanding of the communicative 

genres employed on the website. We conducted this phase of the research 

in two parts: first, we compiled an initial list of self-described 

communication behaviours based on the results of semi-structured 
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interviews; then second, we conducted a content analysis of a 

complementary subset of the messages of the site to iteratively adapt the 

list of communication behaviours as is appropriate when conducting 

grounded theory research (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The final outcome is a 

list of the general communicative genres that are most in use on the site, 

both by the intentions of participants and by the manifestations of the 

messages, and descriptions of how these genres are employed by 

participants in differing ways. 

 

We followed a targeted snowball approach to gathering candidates for 

interviews beginning with the website founder and owner who suggested 

key participants that might provide interesting information with regard to 

the online community and be willing and able to speak personally with a 

researcher. These initial contacts provided more referrals and so forth, and 

in the end, we were able to conduct 24 semi-structured interviews with 

active participants. The interviews started with a topic list that covered 

previously researched aspects of social structures in online communities, 

but were allowed to follow the lead of the conversation. The interviewer 

had gained knowledge on the topic of cake decorating through extensively 

browsing the online discussion forum and engaging in informal 

conversations at several events, and was thus able to recognize specific 

jargon in participants’ answers. Although qualitative data collection is never 

objective or value-free (Snape & Spencer, 2003) but requires interpretation, 

the interviewer tried not to guide or prompt the participant’s story as much 

as possible, and had the impression that the interviews went well and that 

the participants were very forthcoming about their experiences. Once the 

interviews were transcribed and anonymized, a grounded theory approach 

was used to form a preliminary list of communicative genres which would 

seed the exploratory analysis of the content of individual messages. 

 

To balance the need for tractability with well-roundedness in our content 

analysis, we selected a targeted sub-sample of messages from the data set 

that were posted by participants we identified as ‘influential’ in terms of 

site activity in this time period. This decision is supported by prior research 
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that has found influential individuals to be more likely to play an important 

role in the maintenance and change of social structures (Brass, 

Galaskiewicz, Greve, & Tsai, 2004; Fleming & Waguespack, 2007; Preece, 

2000). To reduce bias from subjectivity in the meaning of ‘influential’, we 

used the social network map created in the quantitative analysis to score all 

the network participants according to social network analysis measures, 

and ended up selecting the sub-sample based on the betweenness 

centrality calculation (Hanneman & Riddle, 2005; Wasserman & Faust, 

1994) as a proxy for influence (e.g., Newman, 2005). Betweenness 

centrality is the degree to which an actor falls on the geodesic paths 

between other actors in the network and can be interpreted as combining a 

measure of simple centrality (quantity of relationships) with a measure of 

scope of connectedness (closeness of different types of relationships). It is a 

proxy for what has been coined structural holes by Ronald Burt (1992) who 

argues that such positions provide information advantages in dealing with 

other members of the network. As such, we emphasize not the information 

control aspect that has sometimes been considered to be relevant when 

measuring betweenness centrality (Howison, Crowston, & Wiggins, 2011), 

but rather focus attention to the information advantages that influential 

individuals may have (e.g., Brass, 1984). We felt that this would 

appropriately guide our sample to participants who were interacting on the 

website in ways that would expose both the breadth and depth of their 

communicative behaviours, even if they were not the most well-known site 

participants. Although it can be argued that central participants’ influence is 

overstated (Watts & Dodds, 2007), in this case we found that the more 

complicated social network measures offered no more discrimination in our 

selection. Additionally, from the interview part of data collection and 

intimate knowledge of the community we knew that central participants 

were indeed regarded as influential in this particular community. 

 

The content analysis was conducted on 308 messages written by 40 

influential participants (in terms of betweenness centrality) during this time 

period. The sample of participants represents a balanced panel of 

participants of each cluster identified in our quantitative analysis – this 

helps ensure the results are representative of a spectrum of participant 
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behaviour. To perform the content analysis, we followed an approach 

suggested by Schilling (2006). The messages were coded according to a 

framework developed from the results of the interviews, and the coding 

and framework were iteratively refined as needed through the process. 

When the framework and coding were stable and completed, a colleague 

(who is not related to this project) was asked to code a portion of the data 

to test the reliability of the coding scheme. This person coded in total 60 

randomly selected messages (15 of each of the clusters) using the latest 

iteration of the framework. There was an 89% match of the coding 

outcomes which satisfies the standard for reliability of interpretive content 

analysis. 

 

FINDINGS 

 

Quantitative results 

As outlined earlier in the paper, we were able to collect a quantitative data 

set of 830 observations of seven markers of communicative behaviour. We 

performed a two stage clustering procedure on the data to categorize the 

behaviour patterns exhibited on the site. First, we conducted an 

exploratory factor analysis to find evidence of convergent validity of the 

behavioural markers. Table 2.1 presents the factor loadings using principal 

components analysis with varimax rotation. The total variance explained is 

74.3%. The loadings on each ‘parent’ factor suggest interpretations of the 

factors according to their dominant behaviour markers. We labelled the 

factors pedant (PD), high loading on visit pace and participant intensity; 

friendly (FR), high loading on personal info, message length and style affect; 

and info desk (ID), high loading on embedded info and directed message. 
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 PD FR ID 

Visit pace .82   
Participant intensity .84   
Personal info  .38  
Message length  -.71  
Style affect  .75  
Embedded info   .65 
Directed message   .73 

Variance explained 51.8 18.4 4.1 

Total variance explained 74.3 

Note: PD = Pedant; FR=Friendly; ID=InfoDesk 

 

Table 2.1: Factor loadings on behavioural markers 

Second, we completed a cluster analysis of the active participants in the 

sample according to their factor scores. We used a k-means analysis 

technique, choosing the number of clusters that maximizes the Calinski-

Harabasz pseudo-F index as is standard, which resulted in four clusters of 

contributors. Because the clusters are based on the factor scores of each 

participant, the dominant profile of the clusters is based on the average 

factor scores in each cluster.  

 

We named each cluster (Table 2.2) based on a descriptive interpretation of 

its dominant profile: utility posters, team players, all-round talents and 

storytellers. Approximately 27% of participants were classified as utility 

posters, who post content on the site occasionally, but do not put a lot of 

emphasis into the length, design or details of their messages. 

Approximately 42% of the individuals were labelled team players, who draft 

short but light-hearted messages. Approximately 24% of the individuals 

belonged to the category of all-round talents. These are individuals who 

rank in the middle of all three factors, emphasizing none of the roles 

remarkably, but also not neglecting any of them. Finally, approximately 7% 

of the individuals were storytellers. They tend to have a low post rate, 

longer than average messages and a tighter network. 
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Category Description Number of participants 

Utility Posters PD (Low) 
FR (Low) 
ID (Low) 

226 

Team Players FR (High) 
ID (High) 

348 

All-round talents PD (Med) 
FR (Med) 
ID (Med) 

200 

Storytellers PD (High) 
FR (Low) 

56 

Note: PD = Pedant; FR=Friendly; ID=InfoDesk 

 

Table 2.2: Four clusters of contributors 

 

Interpretative results 

Based on the results of the interviews and the content analysis of key posts 

as described in the methodology section, we identified four different 

communicative genres (Table 2.3) that were in use in the online community 

of cake decorators: affirmation, sharing, advice and social glue. 
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Communicative 

genre 

Characteristics Differentiation Manifestation 

Affirmation Carries no 

content; 

valuation 

Positive 

affirmation 

Compliments;  

Expressions of 
gratitude;  
Positive confirmation 

Negative 
affirmation 

Critique; Apologies 

Sharing Ego-
perspective; 
topic-relate; 
carries 
content 

Sharing of 
knowledge 

Recipes;  
Resources and 
equipment;  
Technique 

Sharing of 
experience 

Professional 
problems;  
Personal problems;  
Professional know-
how;  
Personal taste 

Advice Interrogative 
or imperative; 
topic-related; 
carries 
content 

Advice giving Resources and 
equipment;  
Recipes;  
Technique 

Advice seeking Resources and 
equipment; 
Recipes; 
Technique 

Social glue Links together 
other parts of 
messages 

Topic related Conversation about 
cakes 

Non-topic 
related 

Conversation about 
other 

 

Table 2.3: Four communicative genres in the online community of cake 

decorators 

 

The four communicative genres are related but distinct. Affirmation is 

concerned with affirmative expressions and can be either positive or 
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negative. A positive affirmation in the form of a compliment might be 

‘Thanks, that is a good tip!’10, whereas a negative affirmation is ‘I think the 

question has been answered, so don’t drag it in the mud’. Negative 

manifestations are still affirming the communicative genre, which is a 

socially recognized type of communication. Affirmation manifestations are 

not providing content in the form of knowledge or experience; rather, they 

carry a certain valuation.  

 

The communicative genre of sharing is topic-related and concerned with 

the sharing of knowledge in the form of recipes, resources and equipment, 

or technique, and the sharing of experience, in the form of professional and 

personal problems, personal know-how and personal taste. An example of 

sharing of knowledge is ‘When I make butter crème, I make the bavarois 

quite thick, because there needs to be added some thinner stuff’. The 

sharing of experience often looks like this: ‘There are recipes without all 

these ingredients, but especially egg-free baking is quite difficult’. In both 

cases, a community participant simply describes own knowledge and 

experience from the ego-perspective. 

 

The communicative genre of advice, on the other hand, usually takes the 

form of active advice seeking or giving. Advice seeking occurs either in the 

form of simple questions, such as ‘How do I do this? I have to make a 

wedding cake, and one person is a diabetic.’ It also might be embedded in a 

longer account of experience or problem that subsequently leads to the 

core question. Either way, it is framed in an interrogative way. Advice giving 

concerns answers to advice seeking. The community participant assumes 

the role of expert and formulates the answer in such a way: ‘Put it 

immediately on the grate, otherwise the bottom of the cups will become 

wet and greasy’. Typically, the message is framed in an imperative way that 

prescribes a certain action.  

 

                                                           
10

 The quotes were selected as illustrations from the analyzed data. 
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Finally, the communicative genre that we named social glue is the filling or 

mortar that holds together the communication. It might or might not be 

topic-related, and is concerned with conversation that links together other 

parts of messages. It provides a solid base and point of departure for the 

other communicative genres. It might be about content, but more in a 

narrative than advisory or sharing way: ‘I’m struggling a little bit with 

different bowls to get the prettiest cakes’. The message goes then on to ask 

a question, instead of elaborating on the struggle of bowl choice (in that 

case, the message might be a manifestation of experience sharing).   

 

Furthermore, we found that the communicative genres were used 

differently in the four clusters that we identified in the quantitative part of 

the analysis - that is, the participants in each cluster tended towards 

different genre repertoires (sets of communicative genres). We arrived at 

these findings by calculating a percentage of use of the different 

communicative genres for each cluster (Table 2.4). The values express the 

percentage of use of each communicative genre per cluster. Storytellers 

have a mixed genre repertoire: they score lowest on advice, but often 

engage in social glue. Utility posters mostly participate in sharing, but 

neglect affirmation and social glue. Team players score highest on advice 

giving, but lowest on advice seeking. Finally, all-round talents do employ all 

communicative genre, however they do not use negative affirmation. 

Figure 2.1 is a graphical representation of the findings. It illustrates the 

differences of communicative genre use across the four clusters. 
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 Story Utility Team All-round  Story Utility Team All-round 

Affirmation 8.25 4.87 5.96 8.52 Positive affirmation 6.70 3.72 3.97 8.52 

     Negative affirmation 1.55 1.15 1.99 0.00 

Sharing  32.48 50.57 42.39 37.23 Sharing of knowledge 11.34 27.59 23.18 21.89 

     Sharing of experience 21.14 22.98 19.21 15.34 

Advice  26.8 29.88 31.13 25.56 Advice giving 7.22 21.26 27.15 10.79 

     Advice seeking 19.58 8.62 3.98 14.77 

Social glue 32.47 15.51 20.53 28.41 Topic related social 
glue 

22.68 11.49 15.23 17.61 

     Non-topic related 
social glue 

9.79 4.02 5.30 10.80 

 

Table 2.4: Use of communicative genres across clusters 



COMMUNICATIVE GENRES AS ORGANIZING STRUCTURES 

 

69 
 

 

Figure 2.1: Participant clusters and genre repertoires 

 

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

 

In this exploratory study, we examine the question of how participants in 

online communities enact organizing structures. We argue that organizing 

structures – implicitly understood, recognizable and distinct patterns of 

behaviour – can be conceptualized as communicative genres, which are 

distinctive types of communicative action with a recognizable purpose and 

form. Furthermore, we show how participants enact these organizing 

structures through communication, and in particular form separate clusters 

that draw on different genre repertoires (sets of communicative genres).  

 

We use interview data to gather background information on the community 

and develop an interpretative framework for the analysis of communicative 

genres. Furthermore, we use log file data for statistical and network 

analysis, and perform content analysis on community messages. We find 

that participants in our studied community fall in one of four clusters which 

are associated with four distinct patterns of genre repertoires: team 

players, who make short, advising messages; storytellers, who post less but 

longer and very social messages; utility posters, who share knowledge but 
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neglect social interaction; and all-round talents, who tend to be moderately 

active in all the dimensions.  

 

A novel contribution of our research is the combination of structural 

measurements with qualitative insights. In particular, we integrate findings 

from different qualitative and quantitative analytical steps and as a result 

identify distinct participant clusters. We find that participants in these 

clusters draw on the communicative genres differently, in other words they 

entertain distinct genre repertoires. We believe that a single-method 

approach (either in terms of data collection or in analysis) would have 

yielded a much less nuanced view. The combination of structural 

measurements, which take into account individuals’ positions in the larger 

network, with a detailed qualitative analysis of individuals’ contribution 

allows for a more fine-grained approach toward communicative genres. 

Hence, we contribute to the literature by illustrating a novel 

methodological approach that considers insights from the macro 

(structural) and micro (individual) level, and combines the two in order to 

provide rich and multi-faceted results.  

 

Furthermore, we contribute to the broad literature on communicative 

genres through our explanation of how they can form the backbone of 

intangible organizing structures in this online community. As the organizing 

landscape changes due to improved communication technology, global 

mobility and increasing independence of especially knowledge workers, 

there is a need to discuss the organizing forms that accompany this change 

(Faraj et al., 2011; Greenwood & Miller, 2010; Gulati et al., 2012). Collective 

presence on online communities, for example, provides knowledge workers 

with an alternative to affiliations with traditional organizations, in terms of 

possibilities for contact with peers, access to an extensive network, and 

sense of belonging (e.g., Wasko & Faraj, 2005). As this development toward 

alternative organizing forms and self-employment will most likely continue 

and intensify (Belicove, 2011) it is important to investigate how these 

communities are structured, how they develop, and how participants can 

be differentiated. 
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Our research complements empirical accounts of online communities which 

have discussed network structure (Adamic & Adar, 2005; Brown et al., 

2007; Faraj & Johnson, 2011; Wasko & Faraj, 2005), governance 

mechanisms (O'Mahony & Ferraro, 2007) or structures of e-mail 

communication (Ahuja & Carley, 1999; Tyler et al., 2007) by specifically 

discussing how mostly implicit organizing structures are enacted. We not 

only provide an explanation as to how online communities are able to 

organize themselves, we also argue that these organization structures 

emerge out of communication within and between recognizable participant 

clusters. As such, we also enhance literature that has discussed 

communicative genres in online communities (Emigh & Herring, 2005; 

Fayard & DeSanctis, 2010; Silva et al., 2008) as we not only focus on 

structural properties, but take into account individuals’ contributions in the 

form of messages. 

 

Our research provides an analytical tool to detect participant clusters and 

communicative genres in online communities. Knowledge from such an 

analysis is important for practitioners in several ways. First, knowing how 

the ‘fabric of organization’ (Zammuto et al., 2007) is woven in online 

communities helps stakeholders to assess the activities that take place. This 

is useful when little is known about the kinds of interactions in some 

communities, such as hobby communities that are a potential repository of 

knowledge and knowledge workers. Second, knowledge about organizing 

structures can inform strategies on desired change. For example, when the 

goal is to increase the amount of knowledge sharing in a given community, 

it is important to firstly investigate if and how much knowledge is actually 

already shared. Only then is it possible to design strategies or interventions 

aimed at change. Third, knowledge of the evolution of organizing structures 

could be gained by repeated analyses over time. This provides a monitoring 

focus for development and a possibility to evaluate implemented strategies 

and interventions. 

 

This study is not without limitations. First, the sample of behavioural 

markers is relatively small compared with the size of the overall 

community. Future research should further engage in more extensive 
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analysis and deeper explorations of potential behavioural markers. 

However, we believe that this sample is a sound, if simple, representation 

of interaction in this particular community. Second, we used longitudinal 

data as input for behavioural markers, but had to neglect change and 

evolution in message content. Although we believe that for the purposes of 

this study our sample and use of data was adequate, future research should 

integrate longitudinal data in a variety of ways. For example, how does the 

network develop over time, and how is this related to changes in genre 

repertoire? Is it possible to ‘switch’ clusters? Do individuals employ 

different genre repertoires over time? And if so, is it possible to relate that 

change to other factors, such as becoming an entrepreneur? Future work 

should address the possible directions that emerge from the current 

research on online communities.  

 

We are also inspired by our results to call for further work examining the 

relationship between the balance of community roles and various 

outcomes. We wonder if a sudden influx of utility posters (for example) 

would encourage or discourage new participants to the site. We also 

wonder if there is a self-correcting balance to the roles exhibited on the 

site. Finally, we think it is fruitful to investigate the possible impact of 

formalizing some roles that participants play. As they grow, many online 

communities are appointing site moderators from the ranks of participants, 

and we believe that there are important insights to be gained by better 

understanding the informal roles that develop organically.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

SOCIAL STRUCTURES AND KNOWLEDGE SHARING IN ONLINE 

COMMUNITIES 

 

Online communities have been identified as key platforms for innovation 

and knowledge sharing. In the literature, they have been classified into 

different categories along different dimensions such as open source 

software communities or electronic networks of practice. However, the 

implicit assumption that communities from certain categories function 

similarly despite differing contexts has received limited scholarly attention. 

In this paper, we challenge this assumption and ask the question if online 

communities from different contexts are indeed similar. Results from a 

survey study among two online communities suggest that the communities 

are similar in many aspects, but also exhibit significant differences 

especially with respect to using the community as either an informative or 

social platform. Our findings point to the need for a more nuanced view of 

online communities that takes into account differences within these 

communities. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Prior research into online communities often departs from a seemingly 

uniform perspective: communities from a certain category, such as open 

source software communities, function according to the same generic rules. 

For example, O’Mahony and Ferraro (2007) conclude that formal authority, 

limited by democratic mechanisms, is important in open source software 

communities. Although such assumptions of generalizability are seldom 

made explicit (for exceptions in the domain of cross-cultural research see 

e.g., Ardichvili, Maurer, Wei, Wentling, & Stuedemann, 2006; Hercheui, 

2009), many accounts of often international online communities draw 

general conclusions about, for example, members’ motivations (e.g., Chiu, 

Hsu, & Wang, 2006; Füller et al., 2007; He & Wei, 2009; Hertel et al., 2003; 

O'Mahony & Ferraro, 2007) without paying attention to background or 

contextual factors. Hence, reviews of online communities (Hercheui, 2011) 
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and social structures in these communities (see chapter 1 in this 

dissertation, specifically p.21-24) are based on empirical work that does not 

necessarily differentiate contextual factors such as member’s background. 

As such, generalizations based on such empirical work might be biased or 

flawed.  

 

Indeed, community members in online community research are typically 

assumed to be equal, as mostly no information is given on potentially 

differing backgrounds (such as national culture). Hence, it is commonly 

assumed that affordances of online communities, such as knowledge 

sharing, follow generic patterns (Chiu et al., 2006) and comparable social 

structures (see chapter 1), at least within certain domains as, for example, 

open source software communities (O'Mahony & Ferraro, 2007) or 

electronic networks of practice (Wasko & Faraj, 2005). However, some 

initial studies suggest that differences, among which members’ background, 

that have been found to matter in offline contexts might also be relevant in 

an online context, in particular with regards to knowledge sharing 

(Ardichvili et al., 2006; Pfeil, Zaphiris, & Ang, 2006). These studies show that 

variations in nationality might explain differences in communication and 

authoring (Pfeil et al., 2006) or knowledge sharing patterns (Ardichvili et al., 

2006) within the same type of online community. As these studies 

potentially contradict the commonly advocated paradigm of generically 

valid structures, in this paper we aim to investigate similarities and 

differences between two online communities from the same domain. 

 

We conducted an online survey in two very similar online communities 

from Germany and the Netherlands. We investigated how participants of 

these communities perceived social structures (sharing, sociality and 

support, see also chapter 1) that have been observed in online 

communities. We analyzed the data using statistical methods as well as 

semantic maps (based on answers to an open-ended question in the 

survey), which enabled us to extend statistical findings with content-related 

results. Our study forms a stepping stone toward a more refined research 

agenda of online communities by attesting to similarities and differences 



SOCIAL STRUCTURES AND KNOWLEDGE SHARING 

 

75 
 

between two online communities of the same type. Our study also 

highlights managerial implications, namely how online communities need 

to be designed and managed to cater to different backgrounds of 

participants, as well as broader contexts such as nationality.  

 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

Similarities and differences in online communities 

In recent years, a wide variety of online collaboration platforms11 has 

emerged. Hercheui (2011) distinguishes articles that discuss online 

communities with regards to information exchange, social capital, (offline) 

community networks, identity, sustainability, and governance. In the 

literature, a common differentiation is made between platforms that are 

confined by certain boundary conditions. For example, many articles 

address the phenomenon of open source software communities (for a 

review, see Bergquist, Ljungberg, & Rolandsson, 2011; Hertel et al., 2003; 

O'Mahony & Ferraro, 2007), as such drawing boundaries based on the 

platform’s context. Other studies investigate collaboration platforms within 

firms, so-called electronic networks of practice (Agterberg et al., 2010). The 

boundaries are then determined by organizational affiliation. Finally, 

scholars increasingly investigate collaboration between professionals and 

serious hobbyists on online platforms, where the boundaries are set by a 

shared interest and/or professions (Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006; Wasko & 

Faraj, 2005). Most of these studies, however, share a common interest in 

the dynamics and mechanisms that drive knowledge sharing on these 

platforms or communities (Faraj et al., 2011). Also, most studies determine 

the boundary conditions of the community under study (such as discussed 

above), but neglect to discuss other factors that might distinguish the 

specific community from others.  

  

As a consequence, a common and implicit assumption in online community 

research seems to be that community members are more or less equal. 

                                                           
11

 ‘Online collaboration platforms’ and ‘online communities’ is used 
interchangeably in this chapter. 
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Similarly, online community affordances are often assumed to follow 

generic patterns and feature similar social structures, given same or similar 

boundary conditions (e.g., Faraj & Johnson, 2011). Some studies (e.g., 

Ardichvili et al., 2006; Pfeil et al., 2006), following research into offline 

communities, have problematized this assumption and suggest that online 

communities might be not so similar after all, depending on their context 

and members’ background. With regards to knowledge sharing, which is 

one of the central topics in online communities research, work emerges 

that explains differences between members’ online behaviour based on 

variations in nationality (Ardichvili et al., 2006; Pfeil et al., 2006), within the 

same type of online community. These initial empirical studies challenge 

the implicit assumption of equality concerning affordances and structures, 

which have been found to differ in these studies, within and between 

online communities of the same type. To further advance this emerging 

stream of literature, we aim to investigate similarities and differences 

between two online communities in the same domain, in particular online 

occupational communities as these have been found to feature high 

degrees of knowledge sharing (Wasko & Faraj, 2005).  

 

Online occupational communities 

An online occupational community, the focus of this study, is defined as 

possessing distinct social structures (recognizable patterns of behaviour, 

e.g., Merton, 1938, see also chapter 1). This allows for advancing of the 

identification with the group and motivates participants to cooperate and 

share knowledge as well as engage in discussion about a particular 

professional topic (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Shah & Tripsas, 2007). The 

professional topic in question might range from source code (Hertel et al., 

2003) to basketball shoes (Füller et al., 2007), taxi driving (Ross, 2007), 

music instruments (Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006) and cars (Müller-Seitz & 

Reger, 2009). The current research has been conducted in the context of 

cake decorating. 

 

There are a number of social structures that are typically addressed 

(implicitly or explicitly) in online community research. Following the 
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literature review in chapter one, we differentiate between three social 

structures: sharing, sociality, and support. Sharing of information and 

knowledge is central to many online communities, in particular to 

occupational online communities. Our measure of knowledge quality 

addresses this central pillar of online communities. Support covers a more 

active side of community activity, as it is about actions that involve 

assistance, help, or guidance that community members offer one another. 

As such, we included reciprocity and shared vision in our survey, which 

capture assistance/help and perceptions about how this help should be 

given. Finally, sociality forms the social backbone of community interaction 

as it values pro-social behaviour and manifests itself in social interaction. 

Following prior research, we adopted the concepts of enjoyment, trust, 

cohesion, and homophily to capture this pro-social intentions and 

interactions.12 

 

The categorization of social structures provides a lens that enables us to 

compare similar communities and collective behaviours within these 

communities, in particular social structures that have been investigated in 

previous empirical studies. Table 3.1 provides an overview of these 

categories and the associated concepts.  

 

First, the perceived quality of shared knowledge (sharing) plays an 

important role. Participants typically feel that the ‘wisdom of the crowd’ 

exceeds individuals’ abilities, and they tend to share knowledge with each 

other (Fang & Neufeld, 2009; Huffaker et al., 2009; Lakhani & von Hippel, 

2003; Lee & Cole, 2003) to achieve ambitious goals. Knowledge has often 

been found to be of vital importance in these communities. The act of 

sharing knowledge motivates individuals to participate in community 

interaction. But also the perceived knowledge quality plays an important 

role. If the shared knowledge is highly valued for its quality, community 

interaction will be enhanced and participants will be induced to 

continuously contribute to the knowledge repository.  

                                                           
12

 See also the section ‘variables’ on previous research using these 
concepts. 
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Social 
structure 

Concept Definition/Sample item 

Sharing Quality of shared 
knowledge 

Perceived quality of knowledge that 
is shared in online communities (The 
knowledge shared by community 
members is accurate)  

 Frequency of 
knowledge sharing 

How often do you share knowledge 
in the community? 

Sociality Enjoyment Perception of pleasure obtained 
from helping others through 
knowledge contribution (I enjoy 
sharing my knowledge with others 
on the forum) 

 Trust Belief that others’ intentions are 
good and their actions are 
appropriate (I have faith in other 
community members and trust 
them) 

 Cohesion Psychological alignment within a 
group (Community members feel 
connected with each other) 

 Homophily Similarity between people 
(Community members have a lot in 
common) 

Support Reciprocity Benefit expectancy of a future 
request for knowledge being met as 
a result of the current contribution 
(When I share my knowledge on the 
forum, I believe that my queries for 
knowledge will be answered in the 
future) 

 Shared vision Communal idea to be enacted in the 
future (Community members share 
the vision of helping others solve 
their problems around cake baking) 

 

Table 3.1: Social structures and associated concepts (with definitions and 

sample items) 
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Second, sociality captures behaviour that is concerned with interaction with 

others, on a more or less personal level. It also connects to individuals’ 

feeling ‘at home’ in a particular community. Part of this feeling is grounded 

in enjoyment, defined as the ‘perception of pleasure obtained from helping 

others through knowledge contribution’ (He & Wei, 2009: 828). Enjoyment 

motivates people to participate in online communities (Wasko & Faraj, 

2000) and, for many, is part of the essential experience of taking part in 

collective efforts (Curtis, 1997; Füller et al., 2007; Kaiser & Müller-Seitz, 

2008). Also, the concept of trust, defined as the belief that others’ 

intentions are good and their actions are appropriate (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 

1998), is regarded as an essential element of sociality in numerous online 

communities. Due to their (often) informal set-up and lack of hierarchy or 

strict rules, trust acts as a substituting governance mode (Hertel et al., 

2003; Reid, 1999). Moreover, trust appears to be a valuable protection 

mechanism for community knowledge (Fauchart & von Hippel, 2008; 

Haefliger, von Krogh, & Spaeth, 2008). Inherently central in online 

communities are also the mechanisms of cohesion, defined as the degree of 

psychological alignment within a group (Haslam, 2004) and homophily, 

defined as the similarity between people (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 

2001). In social network theory, some scholars assume that a high degree of 

cohesion and homophily leads to an increased knowledge flow (Cross, 

Borgatti, & Parker, 2001; Cross, Parker, Prusak, & Borgatti, 2001; van den 

Bulte & Wuyts, 2007).  

 

Third, online community members typically attach value to forms of 

support, which are actions of help, assistance, or guidance. Many 

participants of online communities invest in this community support by 

relying on the mechanism of reciprocity, defined as ‘benefit expectancy of a 

future request for knowledge being met as a result of the current 

contribution’ (He & Wei, 2009: 828). In other words, participants believe 

that the amount of support, assistance, and knowledge sharing they invest 

now will be reciprocated by other community participants in the future 

(Dholakia et al., 2004; Fauchart & von Hippel, 2008; Hall & Graham, 2004; 

Shah, 2006). Finally, many community participants share a future vision 

(Chiu et al., 2006) that forms a basis for a shared perception of support. 
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Shared vision has been found to serve as an essential bonding mechanism 

in online communities (Cohen & Prusak, 2001).  

 

SETTING 

 

The current study addresses similarities and differences between two 

online communities based in two neighbouring countries, Germany and the 

Netherlands. As we were interested in similarities and differences between 

communities of the same type, the selection of our setting was guided by 

the rationale to find communities that were as similar as possible, yet 

different on a clearly visible dimension. Although the two communities 

feature a high degree of similarity (see below), they do differ in terms of 

nationality of participants, which we assume to be a clearly visible 

dimension of difference. Our assumption of high similarities and some 

differences is backed up by Hofstede and Hofstede (2004) who found that 

Germany and the Netherlands are similar in terms of power distance index, 

individualism, uncertainty avoidance and long-term orientation, and 

dissimilar on the masculinity dimension13.  

 

We selected two online communities about cake baking and decorating. 

Earlier research of the first author showed that this particular field is quite 

coherent, and that online community participants typically are closely 

connected to both the community and fellow participants. We selected 

these communities based on the assumption of a high degree of (topic) 

similarity among them. Field research conducted by the first author showed 

that these particular communities were the most important ones in their 

field (cake baking and decorating) and respective country (e.g., they both 

had most participants out of all relevant online communities; they were 

similar in terms of online activities), providing a home for professionals and 

(beginning and advanced) hobbyists in the field. 

                                                           
13

 Expressed in numbers (for details on how these numbers were measured, see 
Hofstede & Hofstede 2004), Germany and the Netherlands respectively score 
35/38 (power distance index), 67/80 (individualism), 65/53 (uncertainty 
avoidance), 31/44 (long-term orientation) and 66/14 (masculinity). 
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The Dutch community was originally founded in 2004 and has experienced 

a rapid growth over the last few years. At the time of the study, it had more 

than 12,000 registered participants. The German community is in most 

ways similar to the Dutch community, although it has fewer participants, 

about 4,100 at the time of writing. It came into existence in early 2006, and 

has experienced a comparable, albeit less explosive growth. In both 

communities, participants are typically female. Both communities feature 

an asynchronous message board, which means that participants post 

messages which stay visible on the message board indefinitely. Any 

participant can start a topic and leave messages provided that he/she 

register. However, most messages are visible to anybody visiting the 

website.14 The total number of messages in the Dutch community exceeded 

1,500,000, whereas the German community almost reached 500,000 

messages at the time of writing. It is assumed that the German and Dutch 

communities attract participants from Germany and the Netherlands, 

respectively. An investigation of a control sample of participants’ profiles 

supports this assumption15. 

 

METHOD 

 

Sample and Procedure 

We designed an online survey that consisted of a number of 5-point rating 

scales measuring the concepts discussed in the theoretical section. The 

survey was pretested in collaboration with several experts (two university 

colleagues and one participant from the Dutch community; all trained as 

social scientists and willing to discuss the order and wording of items in the 

                                                           
14

 Both websites feature a number of sub-forums that are only available for 
registered participants, however, the majority of messages is publicly visible.  
15

 To corroborate our assumption that participants had either a Dutch or German 
background, we investigated their self-reported profiles. We found that, in case 
they did report their hometown, this was situated in the respective country. 
Furthermore, investigation of a sample of their messages supported our 
assumption; we found that participants used the respective language easily and 
had the impression that they were native speakers. 
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survey). The pretesting supported the validity of the questionnaire items. 

The survey (see Appendix 5.1 for the exact wording of the items) was 

translated by the first author into Dutch and German.16 We asked three 

experts (different from the pretest), who were either German or Dutch 

native speakers and well acquainted with the English language, to inspect 

whether the survey items were translated correctly and indeed carried the 

same meaning in either German or Dutch. This procedure led to some 

minor improvements of the wording of the items. The link to the survey, 

including a small incentive (chance to win a voucher worth 50 Euro for a 

German and Dutch cake webshop), was posted on both websites for 21 

days. Access to the Dutch website was asked and granted per mail and in 

person from the website owner as a part of an ongoing research project. 

Access to the German website was requested and granted per mail from 

the website owner. Both owners placed a banner on the browser window 

that opened when navigating to the respective website. Participants had to 

click on the banner to enter the survey.  

 

Overall response for the Dutch survey was N = 686, and for the German 

survey N = 79. At the time of the study, the Dutch community had about 

12,000 participants, and the German community about 4,000. Although 

online occupational communities tend to have a more uniform distribution 

of participation than other online communities (which typically feature 90% 

passive and only 10% active members, see Nielsen, 2006), in line with 

earlier research it is estimated that at least 25% of registered community 

participants are passive, i.e. never post messages (Ganley et al., 2012). 

Thus, it can be assumed that many of these passive participants never saw 

the invitation to participate in our survey because they never visited the 

online community. Furthermore, many participants only post a small 

number of messages and then do not return to the community. Active 

community membership, pointing toward members that might have seen 

the banner, was assumed to apply when participants left >10 messages, 

                                                           
16

 The first author is a native German speaker and has a bilingual proficiency in 

Dutch. 
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which is the case for about one third of all community participants. 

Accordingly, the response rate for the Dutch survey was 16.2%, and for the 

German survey 6.1%.  

 

Variables 

Sharing. Knowledge quality (six items, α=0.95) measured the perceived 

quality of knowledge that is shared in online communities. The construct 

was adapted from Chiu and colleagues (2006). A sample item is ‘The 

knowledge shared by community members is accurate’.  

 

Sociality. The measures trust and enjoyment were adapted from He & Wei 

(2009) to fit the context of this research. The measure for enjoyment (four 

items, α=0,955) captured the ‘perception of pleasure obtained from helping 

others through knowledge contribution’ (He & Wei, 2009: 828). It was 

operationalized with items such as ‘I enjoy sharing my knowledge with 

others on the forum’. Next, we measured trust (three items, α=0.87) with 

items such as ‘I have faith in other community members and trust them’. 

Trust was defined as the belief that others’ intentions are good and their 

actions are appropriate (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). Cohesion (three items, 

α=0.86) and homophily (four items, α=0.84) were based on Tajfel and 

Turner (1986). Cohesion, defined as the degree of psychological alignment 

within a group (Haslam, 2004), was measured with items such as 

‘Community members feel connected with each other’. Homophily 

measured the similarity between people (McPherson et al., 2001). A sample 

item for this construct was: ‘Community members have a lot in common’.  

 

Support. Reciprocity, slightly adapted to fit the research context (four 

items, α=0.84), was defined as ‘benefit expectancy of a future request for 

knowledge being met as a result of the current contribution’ (He & Wei, 

2009: 828), and was assessed with items such as ‘When I share my 

knowledge on the forum, I believe that my queries for knowledge will be 

answered in the future’. The construct shared vision (three items, α=0.87) 

also was adopted from Chiu and colleagues (2006). The measure included 

items such as ‘Community members share the vision of helping others solve 
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their problems around cake baking’. Shared vision was about a communal 

idea that is meant to be enacted in the future. 

 

Control variables. Also, following prior research (e.g., He & Wei, 2009) we 

adopted a number of demographic and frequency questions (frequency of 

knowledge sharing, frequency of community use, age, education, type of 

work, work hours weekly, and gender). 

 

Open question. Finally, an open question (‘In your opinion, which three 

words describe the community best?’) was added to the survey. Semantic 

analyses of this question enabled us to enhance the statistical findings with 

interpretive results; an approach that is common to exploratory research 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007).  

 

Analysis 

Reliability analyses show that the scales were indeed measuring the 

respective constructs. The values for Cronbach’s Alpha were very 

satisfactory, see also Table 5.1. Principal component analyses with varimax 

rotation provide evidence for satisfactory convergent and discriminant 

validity. Thus, the translation of the items had no negative impact on the 

reliability and validity of the scales.  

 

Our research question addressed similarities and differences between the 

two online communities. Therefore, we analyzed the responses from the 

Dutch and German community using a t-test to assess differences between 

group means. As the sample comprises only two groups, an independent 

samples t-test was appropriate. To analyze the answers to the open 

question (‘In your opinion, which three words describe the community 

best?’), we compiled a word frequency list in order to be able to compare 

answers from the two groups. Next, the words were translated from Dutch 

and German to English. The frequencies were then analyzed and visualized 

using Netdraw (Borgatti, 2002), which resulted in semantic maps that 

depict (the strength of) relations between words. For clearer visualization, 

pendants and isolates were deleted.  
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RESULTS 

 

Table 3.2 provides descriptive statistics of the measures and the correlation 

matrix. Enjoyment, shared vision, and frequency of knowledge sharing are 

significantly correlated with nationality. The t-test revealed a number of 

statistically significant differences which are presented in Table 3.3. In 

particular, these differences concerned frequency of knowledge sharing, 

enjoyment, shared vision, frequency of community usage, and age.17 In all 

these instances, the German group scored higher. Figure 3.1 presents the 

differences visually. Frequency of knowledge sharing and shared vision 

seem to differ the most, with a mean difference of .66 (frequency of 

knowledge sharing) and 1.35 (shared vision). Germany also scored higher 

on enjoyment (.24) and frequency of community usage (.31). Interestingly, 

all other concepts (trust, cohesion, homophily, and reciprocity) showed no 

significant mean differences and as such are regarded similar between the 

two groups. Hence, concepts from all three social structures as discussed 

previously (sharing, sociality, and support) have been found to be similar 

and different between the two investigated groups. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
17

 For a detailed account of the group statistics see Appendix 3.2. The difference in 
age was not included in this   visualization. 
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 Mean S.D. Minimu

m 

Maximu

m 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

1. Enjoyment  4.15 .72 1.00 5.00 0.96              

2. Knowledge quality 

4.24 .545 2.50 5.00 .33
**

 0.88             

3. Trust 3.92 .64 1.00 5.00 .31
**

 .49
**

 0.87            

4. Cohesion 3.69 .77 1.00 5.00 .39
**

 .47
**

 .58
**

 0.86           

5. Homophily 3.28 .76 1.00 5.00 .27
**

 .39
**

 .51
**

 .6
**

 0.84          

6. Reciprocity 3.63 .76 1.00 5.00 .25
**

 .26
**

 .23
**

 .24
**

 .30
**

 0.85         

7. Shared vision 4.36 .64 1.0 5.0 .42
**

 .5
**

 .52
**

 .53
**

 .40
**

 .24
**

 0.87        

8. Frequency of knowledge 

sharing 

2.84 1.21 1.00 5.00 .48
**

 .07 .08
*
 .18

**
 .08

*
 .14

**
 .15

**
        

9. Nationality .10 .3 0 1 .1
**

 .05 .04 .05 -.00 .06 .16
**

 .17
**

       

10. Frequency of community 

use 

4.51 .82 1.00 5.00 .24
**

 .11
**

 .03 .13
**

 .07
*
 .08

*
 .11

**
 .34

**
 .11

**
      

11. Age 33.87 8.38 15 64 -.01 -.04 -.03 -.01 .01 -.07 -.01 .08
*
 .17

**
 .02     

12. Education 4.75 1.69 1 7 -.13
**

 -.08
*
 -.11

**
 -.15

**
 -.20

**
 -.04 -.15

**
 -.09

*
 -.01 -.18

**
 -.11

**
    

13. Work 2.17 1.67 1 5 .03 .02 .02 .05 .05 .03 .04 .05 .01 .03 .1
**

 -.15
**

   

14. Work hours weekly 27.54 13.64 0 80 -.06 -.09
*
 -.16

**
 -.08 -.07 .00 -.12

**
 .09

*
 .06 -.00 .00 .13

**
 -.12

**
  

15. Gender .01 .1 0 1 .02 -.03 -.06 .04 .05 .08
*
 -.04 .02 -.03 .04 -.00 -.01 .01 .11

**
 

N=766; The bold numbers on the diagonal are the Cronbach’s Alpha.  

   * p < .05 

** p < .01  

Table 3.2: Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix
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Sig. (2-

tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

Std. Error 

Difference 

95% Confidence Interval 

of the Difference 

 

Lower Upper 

Knowledge Quality .14 -.10 .07 -.22 .03 

Frequency of 

knowledge sharing 

.00 -.66 .16 -.97 -.35 

Frequency of 

community usage 

.00 -.30 .08 -.46 -.15 

Enjoyment .01 -.24 .08 -.41 -.07 

Trust .33 -.07 .08 -.22 .07 

Cohesion .18 -.12 .09 -.30 .06 

Homophily .94 .01 .09 -.17 .19 

Reciprocity .11 -.15 .09 -.32 .03 

Shared Vision .00 -.34 .05 -.45 -.24 

Age .00 -4.57 1.20 -6.96 -2.18 

Education .85 .03 .17 -.30 .36 

Work .87 -.03 .20 -.42 .36 

Work hours 

weekly 

.26 -2.55 2.21 -6.93 1.86 

Gender .37 .01 .01 -.012 .03 

regular=equal variances assumed; italics=equal variances not assumed 

Table 3.3: Results of t-test of mean differences 
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Figure 3.1: Mean differences between Netherlands and Germany on 
frequency of knowledge sharing, enjoyment, shared vision and frequency of 
community usage 

 

After having established statistical differences between the two groups, we 

turned to the results from the open question that was included in the 

survey (‘In your opinion, which three words describe the community 

best?’). Table 3.4 shows a comparison of the ten most frequently 

mentioned words from the open question. Dutch cake decorators most 

frequently used the term ‘sociable’18 to describe the online community, 

whereas the Germans mostly reported the community to be ‘informative’. 

Another difference is that the gap between the first and subsequent 

reported words for the German group is quite large: ‘informative’ has the 

highest normalized value of 11.25, the second most reported word 

‘friendly’ follows with 5.25. For the Dutch group, the differences between 

the ranked words are less pronounced. The most reported word ‘sociable’ 

                                                           
18

 The Dutch term that was used is ‘gezellig’, which translates into ‘sociable’, 
‘social’, and also ‘chatty’. However, in Dutch it is used very often, referring to social 
events or a social atmosphere that is experienced positively.  
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scores a similar value as the most reported word for the German group, 

11.74. However, the second most reported word ‘inspiring’ follows with 

9.84, and then ‘informative’ with 7.75 is a close third. However, Table 3.4 

also reveals similarities between the two groups. In particular, the words 

‘informative’, ‘nice’ and ‘inspiring’ were mentioned by both groups.  

 

Germany Frequency Netherlands 

Informative 11.25 11.74 Sociable 

Friendly 5.25 9.84 Inspiring 

Helpful 4.25 7.57 Informative 

Interesting 2.25 3.78 Nice 

Nice 2.25 3.03 Knowledge 

Cooperative 2.25 2.65 Instructive 

Creative 2.00 2.27 Clear 

Inspiring 1.75 2.27 Handy 

Entertaining 1.75 1.89 Friendly 

Fun 1.75 1.51 Warm 

 

Table 3.4: Normalized word frequencies of the ten most frequently 

mentioned words from the open question 

 

This difference is visualized in two semantic maps, see Figures 3.2 and 3.3. 

Individual nodes reflect unique words, and the node size reflects frequency 

of a word (i.e., how often it was nominated by respondents). Ties indicate a 

connection between two unique words (i.e., these words were mentioned 

together at least once in an answer to the open question).  

 

The semantic map for the German group shows that the most reported 

word ‘informative’ (Figure 3.2) is centrally embedded, hence, many other 

words were associated with this most reported one. For the Dutch 
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community, the network is more fragmented; there are three central words 

(‘sociable’, ‘inspiring’ and ‘informative’) that are quite evenly embedded in 

a relatively sparse network of words. Moreover, not all components are 

connected with each other (see, for instance, the four separate 

components on the left side of Figure 3.3).  

 

 
Figure 3.2: Semantic map Germany 

 

Figure 3.3: Semantic map Netherlands 
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DISCUSSION 

 

In this paper, we assess the similarities and differences between a Dutch 

and German online community of cake decorators. In particular, the two 

communities significantly differ in terms of frequency of knowledge sharing, 

frequency of community usage, age, enjoyment, and shared vision, and are 

similar in terms of trust, cohesion, homophily, and reciprocity. As such, our 

study supports earlier empirical findings that point toward differences 

within the same type of online community (Ardichvili et al., 2006; Pfeil & 

Zaphiris, 2009). In particular, we find that the two communities differ on 

the social structure dimensions of sharing, sociality, and support. The t-test 

as well as the semantic maps and word frequencies from the open question 

supports this finding. Within the dimension of sharing, the frequency of 

both knowledge sharing and community usage differs significantly, whereas 

the perceived quality of knowledge is regarded as similar. The semantic 

maps and word frequency list also hint to differences on that dimension. 

We find that the German community scores significantly higher on both 

concepts and that corresponds with answers to the open question and 

hence findings from the semantic maps. The German group reported the 

community to be mainly ‘informative’, ‘helpful’, and ‘interesting’, which is 

in line with their higher score on the sharing dimension. The social 

structure of support also yielded mixed results. Shared vision was perceived 

significantly different (again with Germany scoring higher), whereas 

reciprocity was perceived to be similar. 

 

 Finally, the sociality dimension also shows significant differences between 

the two groups on one concept (enjoyment). Again, the German group 

scores higher. However, scores on the other concepts of that social 

structure (trust, cohesion, and homophily) were similar. The Dutch group 

pictured their community as ‘sociable’, ‘inspiring’, and ‘nice’. These findings 

point toward a more task-oriented attitude of the Germans towards the 

community, which is in line with Hofstede’s (2001) assessment of Germany 

as a masculine society, and might implicate that a more fine-grained 

approach to study the social structure of sociality could be useful in order 

to produce more detailed results.  
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Implications 

The current study illustrates that online community participants with 

different nationalities (German and Dutch) are similar in many respects, but 

also have some different perceptions of and display different behaviour in 

the virtual environment. Firms that want to foster online communities 

across different national regions, or among people with different 

nationalities, might therefore need to consider these differences that are 

often not immediately evident in an online environment. This might be 

important as differences might influence knowledge sharing behaviour as 

well as general communication flows in the community (Gudykunst & Kim, 

2003) and the openness of members toward other participants in such 

communities.  

 

This research contributes to the growing body of literature on online 

communities. The findings are a first stepping stone toward a perspective of 

diversity in the virtual environment, which has largely been ignored in the 

past. We argue that such research is much needed, as it shows that the 

assumption of equal opportunities on the Internet in general, and in online 

communities in particular, might be too simplistic. Our study points out 

several aspects that have not yet received sufficient attention from a 

theoretical point of view. In particular, we argue that research on 

knowledge sharing in online communities has largely ignored potential 

differences in terms of community context and members’ background. 

Therefore, online community scholars should pay more attention to 

community context as well as members’ background in order to account for 

differences between (the same type of) online communities, as 

generalizations that are drawn from earlier empirical work might be biased 

or flawed due to a lack of attention to context and background. 

 

Limitations and Future Research 

This study is subject to some limitations that present opportunities for 

future research. First of all, the studied communities were different in size 

and maturity, which might explain the differing response rate. However, 

both samples were sufficient in size and scores were normally distributed; 



SOCIAL STRUCTURES AND KNOWLEDGE SHARING 

 

93 
 

therefore we believe that the samples are nevertheless adequate for the 

current purpose.  

 

Second, there might be other factors that differ in online communities that 

were not included in this survey. For example, we did not consider if and 

how individuals’ motivations (e.g., Wasko & Faraj, 2005; Hertel et al., 2003) 

might differ. Instead of focusing on attributes and influences on the 

individual level, we were looking for explanations on the community level, 

hence adopting a structural lens toward online community interaction (cf. 

Faraj & Johnson, 2011; Faraj et al., 2011). Future research might combine 

these two perspectives in order to provide a more detailed and holistic view 

on the matter. 

 

Similarly, for the purpose of this research, we were interested in perceived 

degree of a number of typically researched constructs in online 

communities, rather than the processes leading toward these perceptions. 

For example, one might argue that different governance mechanisms in the 

two communities might result in different processes of institutionalization. 

However, even if this might be the case, we still believe that the observed 

differences represent significant findings; if organizational processes differ 

between the two groups, we would still expect the results to be consistent 

within the groups, leading to similar results.  

 

Finally, the variables were evaluated by the same source. However, as we 

were mainly interested in participants’ own perception of the observed 

constructs, it would not have been helpful to validate the data using 

archival data or third-party evaluations. Indeed, whereas quantity of 

knowledge sharing is often measured using archival data (Wasko & Faraj, 

2005), the actual perceived quality of knowledge sharing is typically 

assessed through self-report measures (e.g., Chiu et al., 2006; Hau & Kim, 

2011). Nevertheless, we suggest that future research builds on this study 

and replicates it including other data in order to corroborate our findings. 
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APPENDIX 3.1 

Survey items 

 

Scale Items Based on 

Knowledge 
quality 
 
 

The knowledge shared by community members is 
relevant to the topics. 
The knowledge shared by community members is 
easy to understand. 
The knowledge shared by community members is 
accurate. 
The knowledge shared by community members is 
complete. 
The knowledge shared by community members is 
reliable.  
The knowledge shared by community members is 
timely. 

Chiu et al. 
(2006) 
 
  

Enjoyment I enjoy sharing my knowledge with others on the 
forum. 
I enjoy helping others by sharing my knowledge 
on the forum. 
It feels good to help someone else by sharing my 
knowledge on the forum. 
Sharing my knowledge with others on the forum 
gives me pleasure. 

He &Wei 
(2009) 
  
  

Trust I have faith in other community members and 
trust them. 
I have belief in the good intent and concern of 
other community members. 
I have belief in other community members’ 
reliability. 

He & Wei 
(2009) 

Cohesion 
 

The community is a unity. 
Community members feel connected with each 
other. 
There is a sense of unity in the community.  
 
 
 

Tajfel & 
Turner 
(1986) 
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Scale Items Based on 

Homophily The differences in the community are relatively 
small. 
Community members are more or less on the 
same wavelength. 
There are a lot of commonalities among 
community members. 
Community members have a lot in common. 

Tajfel & 
Turner 
(1986) 

Reciprocity 
 
 

When I share my knowledge on the forum, I 
believe that I will get an answer for giving an 
answer. 
When I share my knowledge on the forum, I 
expect somebody to respond when I’m in need. 
When I contribute knowledge to the forum, I 
expect to get back knowledge when I need it. 
When I share my knowledge on the forum, I 
believe that my queries for knowledge will be 
answered in future.  

He & Wei 
(2009) 
  
 

Shared 
vision 

Community members share the vision of helping 
others solve their problems around cake baking. 
Community members share the same goal of 
learning from each other. 
We share the same value that helping others is 
pleasant.  

 Chiu et al. 
(2006) 
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APPENDIX 3.2 

Group statistics 

 

 Nationality N Mean Std. 
Deviation 

Std. Error 
Mean 

Knowledge quality Netherlands 687 4.23 .54 .02 

 Germany 79 4.32 .56 .06 

Frequency of 
knowledge sharing 

Netherlands 687 2.77 1.18 .05 

Germany 79 3.43 1.34 .15 

Enjoyment Netherlands 687 4.12 .73 .03 

Germany 79 4.36 .56 .06 

      

     

Trust Netherlands 687 3.91 .65 .03 

Germany 79 3.98 .59 .07 

Cohesion Netherlands 687 3.68 .77 .03 

Germany 79 3.80 .71 .08 

Homophily Netherlands 687 3.29 .77 .03 

Germany 79 3.28 .7 .08 

Reciprocity Netherlands 687 3.62 .76 .03 

Germany 79 3.76 .78 .09 

Shared Vision Netherlands 687 4.32 .65 .03 

Germany 79 4.67 .42 .05 

Frequency of 
community usage 

Netherlands 687 4.48 .83 .03 

Germany 79 4.79 .63 .07 

Age Netherlands 685 33.39 8.00 .31 

Germany 79 37.96 10.34 1.16 

Education Netherlands 687 4.75 1.73 .07 

Germany 79 4.72 1.35 .15 

Type of work Netherlands 687 2.17 1.67 .06 

Germany 79 2.20 1.68 .19 

Work hours weekly Netherlands 550 27.22 12.69 .54 

Germany 78 29.76 18.95 2.15 

Gender Netherlands 687 1.01 .10 .00 

Germany 79 1.00 .00 .00 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

ENTREPRENEURSHIP 2.0: ONLINE COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION AND 

PROCESSES OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

 

How does online community participation affect processes of 

entrepreneurship? Based on an extensive case study of an online 

community of cake decorators, we shed light on how online community 

participation influences core processes of entrepreneurship, typically 

portrayed as consisting of opportunity recognition, preparation (including 

resource building, organizing, and legitimizing) and exploitation. Departing 

from a community perspective on entrepreneurship, we show that a 

number of facets of community participation, inside and outside of 

entrepreneurs’ span of control, and associated with technical and social 

affordances of the community, influence core processes of 

entrepreneurship. Our findings contribute to literature on online 

communities and entrepreneurship by drawing attention to technical and 

social affordances of online communities and the potentials and pitfalls for 

entrepreneurs associated with these affordances.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Recently, studies brought up the relation between internet and 

entrepreneurship such as the impact of Internet on regional 

entrepreneurship (Cumming & Johan, 2010) or the development of user 

entrepreneurship (Autio, Dahlander, & Frederiksen, in press; Shah & 

Tripsas, 2007). In line with this research, online communities have been 

found to play an important role in business (Wiertz & de Ruyter, 2007) and 

entrepreneurship research (Chandra & Coviello, 2010). However, scholars 

still struggle to bridge both literatures. Entrepreneurship literature tends to 

depart from the perspective of individuals searching for opportunities, 

whereas online community literature typically focuses on phenomena on a 

collective level, and thus includes processes above and beyond individuals’ 

control. Hence, how participation in online communities affects core 

processes of entrepreneurship still remains largely in the dark. Building on 
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calls for more research on ‘emergent properties of collaboration’ (Faraj et 

al., 2011: 1235) and process virtualization (Overby, 2008), we offer an in-

depth account of how online community participation influences three core 

processes of entrepreneurship, that is opportunity recognition, preparation, 

and exploitation. 

 

Our research provides evidence of how online community participation 

influences core processes of entrepreneurship, and thus questions that 

entrepreneurship is the result of predominantly individual behaviour as 

often suggested in the literature. We draw attention to facets within and 

outside of entrepreneurs’ span of control that are the result of social 

interaction (in the online community), and thus influence entrepreneurial 

processes. Furthermore, we argue that specifically online communities 

influence entrepreneurial processes in a different way than other (offline) 

communities as previously discussed in the literature (Fisher, 2011; 

Johannisson & Dahlstrand, 2009; Peredo & Chrisman, 2006; Shah & Tripsas, 

2007), by showing how their technical and social affordances are associated 

with important facets of community participation. This leads us to the 

conclusion that online communities, often praised for their technical 

affordances (e.g., Zammuto et al., 2007), should receive more attention 

based on their social affordances - social possibilities that the online 

community affords for entrepreneurial processes. 

 

The current study of an online community of cake decorators is particularly 

useful for highlighting the link between online communities and 

entrepreneurship, as the community under study recently evolved from an 

informal hobbyist community toward a platform that supports 

entrepreneurs and other professionals in this emerging field. We pose that 

online community participation, defined as active engagement in online 

behaviours, interlaces with three core processes of entrepreneurship: 

opportunity recognition, preparation (including resource-building, 

organizing, and legitimation), and opportunity exploitation. Specifically, we 

found that facets associated with online community participation were 

within and outside of entrepreneurs’ span of control, and that these facets 
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were associated with technical and social affordances of online 

communities.  

 

This paper is structured as follows. First, we discuss literature on online 

communities and entrepreneurship. Second, we present our case study of 

an online community of cake decorators. Finally, we discuss the findings 

and implications of this research. 

 

ONLINE COMMUNITIES AS PLATFORMS FOR SOCIAL INTERACTION AND 

KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE 

 

Studies most relevant to organization and entrepreneurship theory have 

been conducted in the domain of professional online communities such as 

professionals dealing with source code (O'Mahony & Ferraro, 2007), taxi 

driving (Ross, 2007), computer-controlled music instruments (Jeppesen & 

Frederiksen, 2006), cars (Müller-Seitz & Reger, 2009), or basketball shoes 

(Füller et al., 2007). Much recent work on online communities focuses on 

processes and outcomes that are useful for organizations and 

entrepreneurs such as knowledge collaboration (Faraj et al., 2011) or 

marketing opportunities (Füller, Matzler, & Hoppe, 2008). 

 

Professional online communities often feature strong implicit social norms 

that govern interaction within the community, as formal rules and 

governance mechanisms are typically rejected (Lakhani et al., 2012). As a 

consequence of this informal interaction based on shared interest, 

identification with the group is furthered, and cooperation is motivated 

(Ashforth & Mael, 1989). These communities entertain social norms that 

govern behaviour and techniques to consolidate structure over time, while 

participants actively engage in discussion about a particular professional 

topic (Shah & Tripsas, 2007).  

 

As traditional means of organizing, such as monetary incentives and formal 

hierarchy, are less important in online communities (Lakhani et al., 2012), 

other informal aspects gain ground. For example, enjoyment and fun play a 
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central role in many online communities. Enjoyment has been found to be a 

motivator for community participation (Wasko & Faraj, 2000) and also is 

part of the collaborative experience that many participants describe (Curtis, 

1997; Füller et al., 2007; Kaiser & Müller-Seitz, 2008). The perceived quality 

of shared knowledge also is an essential element frequently reported in 

studies on online communities. Participants typically feel that the ‘wisdom 

of the crowd’ exceeds individuals’ abilities, and they tend to support each 

other and share knowledge with each other to achieve ambitious goals 

(Fang & Neufeld, 2009; Huffaker et al., 2009; Lakhani & von Hippel, 2003; 

Lee & Cole, 2003). Similarly, trust is regarded as an essential condition for 

online communities to flourish. Trust functions as a governance mechanism 

based on the typically informal set-up and lack of formal hierarchy or strict 

rules (Hertel et al., 2003; Reid, 1999), and also figures as critical for the 

protection of community knowledge (Fauchart & von Hippel, 2008; 

Haefliger et al., 2008). Furthermore, many participants of online 

communities invest in their community’s future by relying on the 

mechanism of reciprocity. In other words, they expect that the amount of 

support, assistance and knowledge sharing they invest now will be 

reciprocated by other community participants in the future (Dholakia, 

Bagozzi, & Pearo, 2004; Fauchart & von Hippel, 2008; Graham & Mowery, 

2006; Shah, 2006). Summarizing, informal and social aspects, including trust 

and enjoyment, quality of the contributed knowledge and reciprocity, play 

an important role in online communities. This suggests a more congenial 

and collaborative environment for entrepreneurship than usually framed in 

the literature.  

 

ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND ITS PROCESSES 

 

Consensus is emerging that three core processes characterize 

entrepreneurial activity. Although different groupings and vocabularies 

exist, a common distinction entails opportunity recognition, opportunity 

preparation (including resource-building, organizing and legitimizing), and 

opportunity exploitation as core processes of entrepreneurship (Shane & 

Venkataraman, 2000; Van der Veen & Wakkee, 2006).  
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Opportunities do not come about fully developed and ready to be exploited, 

but as De Koning (2003) argues initial ideas are developed into actual 

opportunities through an evolutionary and iterative process. When an 

opportunity is sufficiently developed, the process of preparation begins; 

here, the development of a resource base plays a central role. 

Entrepreneurs explore necessary resources and whether these might be 

attainable in combination with opportunities. As a consequence, 

entrepreneurs become more and more committed to the realization of the 

opportunity, but at the same time might unwittingly restructure that 

opportunity (Brush, Greene, & Hart, 2001). During this resource-building 

process entrepreneurs also need to consider how to organize their firm 

(Elfring & Hulsink, 2007; Wood, 2009). Organizing not only includes the 

establishment of a legal entity but also formal and informal structures, 

procedures, and boundaries to enable exchange with the environment. 

Highly intertwined with the organizing process is the process of 

legitimization, which is about acceptance by peers (cf. Kostova & Zaheer, 

1999). The emerging organizational form or shape of the firm is evaluated 

by the external environment, based on recognizability and appropriateness 

(Delmar & Shane, 2004; Lounsbury & Glynn, 2001; Wilson & Stokes, 2004). 

Finally, exploitation involves the sales of goods or services to customers 

(Herron & Robinson Jr, 1993). During the exploitation stage, entrepreneurs 

continue to modify the original opportunity in order to optimize the fit 

between a firm’s offering and market demand (Zahra & Dess, 2001).  

 

These three core processes of entrepreneurship have been discussed from 

several theoretical perspectives. We group prior literature in three 

categories, which we name the soloist approach, the network approach, 

and the community approach. Within the entrepreneurship literature, the 

dominant level of analysis concerns the individual (entrepreneur), which we 

coin a soloist approach to entrepreneurship. In many early studies (Hayek, 

1945; Knight, 1921; Mises, 1951; Schumpeter, 1934), the role and function 

of individual entrepreneurs in society and economy was emphasized, 

shifting soon towards personal characteristics and micro-level behaviours of 

entrepreneurs (Stevenson & Jarillo, 2007). They were seen as a special 

breed of people (Gartner, Mitchell, & Vesper, 1989; Herron & Robinson Jr, 
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1993; Zahra, 1993), a stance which has led to much debate (Chell, Haworth, 

& Brearly, 1991; Gartner, 1988; Krueger, Reilly, & Carsrud, 2000; Shaver & 

Scott, 1991). Processes of entrepreneurship were attributed to alert 

individuals who intentionally expose themselves to information and 

translate it into concrete behaviour (Kaish & Gilad, 1991; Kirzner, 1997) as 

the result of strategic, proactive resource mobilization (Lounsbury, 

Ventresca, & Hirsch, 2003; Stevenson & Greenberg, 2000).  

 

In parallel to this soloist approach to entrepreneurship, a network approach 

has gained ground. From this perspective, entrepreneurs are seen as being 

intimately tied, through their social relationships, to a broader network of 

actors (Hoang & Antoncic, 2003) as a source of ideas, moral support, 

resources, and legitimacy in various stages of firm development (Bruderl & 

Preisendorfer, 1998; Burt, 2000; Elfring & Hulsink, 2007; Lechner, Dowling, 

& Welpe, 2006). However, the network approach is a mere extension of the 

soloist approach as networks are frequently portrayed as manageable 

assets that entrepreneurs can intentionally activate at will (Jack, 2005; 

Lohrke, Holloway, & Woolley, 2010). 

 

In this paper, we adopt a community approach toward entrepreneurship 

(Dupuis & De Bruin, 2003; Fisher, 2011; Peredo, 2001; Peredo & Chrisman, 

2006; Shah & Tripsas, 2007; Welter, 2011). We define a community as 

possessing a distinct social structure, advancing identification with the 

group and motivating cooperation and sharing, featuring norms that govern 

behaviour and techniques to consolidate structure over time (Ashforth & 

Mael, 1989; Shah & Tripsas, 2007). This goes beyond other commonly 

considered aspects of social groups in entrepreneurship literature, such as 

family background (Bruderl & Preisendorfer, 1998; Krueger & Brazeal, 1994; 

Lee, Wong, Foo, & Leung, 2011; Lumpkin, Steier, & Wright, 2011; Ruef, 

2010) or social capital (Adler & Kwon, 2002). From such a community 

approach, entrepreneurial activities are also the result of collective 

organizing and social interactions within a community, and not only of 

individual entrepreneurs’ agency (Drakopoulou Dodd & Anderson, 2007; 

Lindgren & Packendorff, 2002; Nijkamp, 2003). Entrepreneurs have been 
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found to not only pursue their individual interests but also collective 

interests (Van de Ven, Sapienza, & Villanueva, 2007). One stream of this 

literature considers the regional community itself as the focal entrepreneur 

(Peredo & Chrisman, 2006), or investigates the role of a regional 

community for local entrepreneurs (Dupuis & De Bruin, 2003; Greene & 

Butler, 1996; Johannisson, 1990; Johannisson & Dahlstrand, 2009; 

Johansson, 2004). The community serves as a safe space or natural 

incubator (Greene & Butler, 1996) where ideas can be tested and refined, 

creativity is kindled, and the ultimate product is much further developed 

than was previously possible.  

 

Our research is in line with a community approach of entrepreneurship. 

However, we argue that previous research has neglected the role that 

specifically online communities may play in entrepreneurship, as they are 

distinct from regional or other types of communities (O'Mahony & Ferraro, 

2007; Preece, 2000). Online communities are easy to join and have the 

potential to reach more and more diverse people than would be possible in 

an offline setting. They allow for swifter and more frequent interactions 

between participants at very low levels of investment (Morse, Fowler, & 

Lawrence, 2007).  

 

SETTING AND METHODS 

 

We studied an online community of cake decorators. The community was 

originally founded in January 2004, and expanded rapidly in the following 

years. At the time of analysis, the community had more than 17,000 

participants. Participants are typically female, and almost all of them 

stumbled across the community while looking for tips to make a nice cake 

for a birthday or an anniversary. The community featured an asynchronous 

message board (commonly called a ‘forum’), where participants posted 

messages that were visible on the forum indefinitely. Any participant could 

start a topic and leave messages, provided prior registration. However, 

most messages were visible to anybody visiting the website. Topics covered 

included techniques of cake baking and decorating, tips and tricks, how-

to’s, social and professional support, sharing of knowledge and insider tips, 
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diffusion of opportunities for workshops, and other cake-related issues. 

While cake baking and decorating was a hobby for most participants of the 

community, a growing number has made a business out of this hobby and 

were thus considered entrepreneurs. The forum discussions were used to 

sensitize ourselves to the context and allowed us to check certain pieces of 

information provided by our interviewees.  

 

We interviewed 24 participants of the online community. At the time of the 

research, 15 of them were active entrepreneurs (they were registered with 

the Dutch trade association). The other 9 were either planning to start up 

an enterprise, entertaining the idea (of this group, most in the meantime 

realized their plans), or had an enterprise in the past. One author 

established initial contact with the website owner, who consented to 

participate in the study. Furthermore, she suggested other relevant online 

community participants that she thought might be willing to take part in 

the study (targeted snowballing approach). When theoretical saturation 

(Eisenhardt, 1989) was reached, we stopped contacting new interview 

candidates. The interviews were semi-structured and followed a topic list 

that was based on relevant literature. We explained during interviews that 

participants’ answers were to be used for a scientific project, and promised 

to treat the data confidential and to anonymize participants’ identities. 

Prior knowledge on the topic of cake decorating was gained through 

extensively browsing the forum and engaging in informal conversations at 

several (offline) events. The interviewer was thus able to recognize and 

interpret specific jargon in participants’ answers. Although qualitative data 

collection is never objective or value-free but requires interpretation 

(Snape & Spencer, 2003), the author tried to follow the participant’s story 

as much as possible while interviewing. She had the impression that the 

interviews went well, that participants trusted her and that they generally 

did not hold back information.  

 

Interview data were collected during 5 months at the end of 2010 and 

beginning of 2011. The interviews typically took place in the participant’s 

home or workplace, and lasted between 60 and 150 minutes. We also 
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collected data from participants’ personal and (where applicable) business 

websites, as well as data from the community website. All textual data were 

analyzed using a grounded theory approach (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) based 

on existing frameworks of entrepreneurial processes. Although grounded 

theory approaches typically begin research without a predetermined 

theoretical framework, according to Corbin and Strauss exceptions are 

useful when ‘a previously developed framework is closely aligned to what is 

being discovered [...]’ (2008: 39), as is the case with the current research. 

 

FINDINGS 

 

Our findings show that online community participation indeed affects 

processes of entrepreneurship. Table 4.1 shows how the different 

processes of entrepreneurship as discussed in the theoretical section were 

influenced by online community participation19. In particular, we found that 

this influence took place on two different dimensions: processes that were 

within individuals’ span of control (i.e., entrepreneurs were able to actively 

influence them), and processes that were outside of individuals’ span of 

control (i.e., entrepreneurs were not able to actively influence them). 

Furthermore, we distinguish between technical and social affordances of 

the online community; in other words the possibilities the online 

community affords for entrepreneurship. Below we will discuss our findings 

and use illustrative quotes of our empirical data to support our 

argumentation. 

 

                                                           
19

 Appendix 4.1 provides a detailed overview of the findings presented on the 
following pages, in particular an additional row for the specific ‘role of online 
community’ and an additional row for ‘illustrative quotes’. 
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6   Recognition Preparation- 
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Preparation-  
Organizing 
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Legitimizing 

Exploitation  

Within span of control- 
Technical affordance 

  Learning 
Inspiration 

    Marketing & 
sales 

Within span of control- 
Social affordance 

    Entrepreneurial 
trajectory 

    

Outside of span of control- 
Technical affordance 

Reputation Acquisition 
Reputation 
Information  
     provision 

    Amplification 
Market 
research 

Outside of span of control- 
Social affordance 

Social network Acquisition 
Loyalty 

Apprenticeship 
       model 
Referral 

Originality/ 
      Quality 
Tenure 
IP protection 

Market 
research 

 

Table 4.1: Influence of online community participation on processes of entrepreneurship 
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Opportunity recognition  

During the process of opportunity recognition, the online community’s 

technical and social affordances were important. During this process, these 

affordances were outside of individuals’ span of control. The two facets that 

we found to play a role during this process were reputation and the social 

network.  

 

Entrepreneurs’ reputation was potentially influenced because of enhanced 

visibility by means of the technical possibilities of the online community. 

Online community participants could gain a good reputation over time, 

which inspired some to start up a business. For example, Pamela was hired 

to participate in setting up a professional cake magazine because of her 

reputation for writing interesting pieces on the forum: 

 

And she wanted to revive [the cake magazine], and I 

wrote funny pieces of text on the forum, or so people 

thought. So she came to me and said, would you like to 

appear in my cake magazine, that I will revive, and write 

a column?  

 

This quote shows that Pamela was known for her style of writing, in other 

words she had a good reputation as a writer. The online community 

provided a platform to become extremely visible, which in the end led 

others to recognize her talent.  

 

Another important facet was associated with a social affordance of the 

online community, namely the ability to reach a social network. For 

example, Beatrice initially became an entrepreneur because her social 

network on the online community inspired her to recognize a business 

opportunity: 
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Why I started my webshop, that was really because of the 

forum. Because I ordered something in the UK, and I thought I 

can order one of each, but if I just order five of everything, I’ll 

get rid of it for sure, I have so many friends on the forum who 

also like the stuff. It makes a difference in postal charges, and 

this is actually the way the webshop started. Very small, and 

now very big. I’m still a small player, but larger than in the 

beginning.    

 

The social network constitutes a large resource repository, in terms of 

potential social contacts. As the quote shows, the online community’s 

influence was important for Beatrice, nevertheless it was outside of her 

span of control. 

 

Concluding, the process of opportunity recognition was influenced by 

community participation, however the two facets, reputation (due to 

technical affordances) and social network (due to social affordances), were 

outside of entrepreneurs’ span of control. 

  

Opportunity preparation - Resource-building 

During the entrepreneurial process of opportunity preparation, we found a 

number of facets related to both technical and social affordances of the 

online community that influenced entrepreneurs’ resource-building, within 

and outside of their span of control.  

 

Within span of control. Due to technical possibilities of the online 

communities, entrepreneurs used the electronic information repository to 

learn about new topics, techniques, recipes etc. Suzy summarizes this point: 

 

You don't only have the cakes, you have the cupcakes. New 

rages, like for example gelatine, isomalt, there are always new 

things. And sometimes others are first in trying out stuff, and I 

think oh, then I can read along and then get started myself.  
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Anna even goes as far as to make the online community responsible for her 

considerable success in the cake decoration business:  

 

Without the forum I would be nothing, because I have learnt 

everything, literally everything on the forum. 

 

Also, to many cake entrepreneurs the online community was a source of 

inspiration. Continuous availability of the electronic information repository 

inspired many of them to develop new products and workshop, to broaden 

their horizon and explore new possibilities. Suzy felt that this was the most 

important role of the forum: 

 

To me, it [the forum] is for a very large part a very big source of 

inspiration. And I am visiting it a lot.  

 

Outside of span of control. Whereas learning and inspiration were within 

entrepreneurs’ span of control, other facets related to the community’s 

technical affordances were outside of their span of control. First, 

participants emphasized that the online community was their most 

important resource of information that has been provided by others to the 

electronic information repository. Polly, for example, used the forum to find 

out how to deal with the administrative side of business: 

 

And there are a lot of handy things there, about taxes, about 

administration, about questions that one asks let's say, like 

how do you do this with the taxes, or what do you do if 

[customers] cancel, and actually I look at [the forum] every day. 

 

However, the online community could also hinder the resource building 

process. Sometimes, ambiguity in terms of provided resources led to 

potential problems or misunderstandings. For example, whenever the 

forum was used as a source of information and advice that was provided by 

peers, there was the potential for this information and advice to be 

controversial, contradictory, or unhelpful. In the case of Amalia, she was 

left confused in terms of pricing: 
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What price do I ask for a cake? Imagine I ask 2 euro [per piece], 

I’m just saying. There are always people who react weird, who 

say ‘I don’t think your cake is worth 2 euro’ [...]. Well, this is not 

helpful at all. 

 

Some entrepreneurs reported that the forum could harm acquisition of 

customers due to enhanced circulation of negative perceptions. Whereas 

the online community potentially supported resource acquisition (due to 

social affordances in terms of access to a large resource repository, see 

below), sometimes it actually hindered this process. Isabelle told the story 

of how she lost customers because of the online community: 

 

However, now I also 'learn' that now and then it [the forum] is 

less nice, and some time ago I had people who didn't dare to 

apply [for a workshop] because they found the atmosphere [on 

the forum] so harsh. 

 

Here, perceived sentiment and atmosphere in the online community had a 

negative impact on business. Negative perceptions spread quickly, which 

was potentially harmful for the entrepreneurial process of resource 

building. 

 

The community’s technical affordance in terms of enhanced visibility was, 

finally, important for reputation as a resource. On the one hand, reputation 

could grow incredibly fast in the online environment and help 

entrepreneurs to build a business. As such, it formed a resource that could 

lead to a tangible increase of customers. Wilma, for example, reported that 

the reputation attributed to her by others on the forum attracted regional 

customers: 

 

Because the people who know me, whenever there is a 

question [on the forum] about a shop […] in this city, they will 

always mention me, so as far as that is concerned I don't need 
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to do too much on the forum [anymore]. […] I can’t complain 

about the number of customers I have.  

 

On the other hand, negative reputation also spread through the 

community, sometimes even faster than the previous mentioned positive 

reputation. Beatrice told us that the online community, as a collective, had 

the power to ‘make or break’ people as a consequence of the quick spread 

of negative reputation: 

 

Because that's what the forum also is to you. You can make 

and break somebody. If you want. 

 

During the process of resource-building, the community’s social affordances 

were also important. First, they helped entrepreneurs to acquire resources 

due to access to a large resource repository. For example, Beatrice sold 

products from home to people who knew of her business because of the 

forum.  

 

There are a lot of people [on the forum] who make cakes, and 

for most of us that's only an advantage. Definitely for my little 

business. Everybody comes to my door to pick up ingredients. 

 

Pamela, in a similar way, recruited new contributors for her cake magazine 

from the forum. She scanned messages and images of cakes and, in case of 

interesting contributions, hired people to write and/or bake for her 

magazine: 

 

I always take a look to see what's coming in, what did 

somebody make. Is there something that triggers me, hey, 

that's somebody I'd like to have [in the magazine].  

 

Second, loyalty among cake entrepreneurs was enhanced and often 

amplified through access to a large network. Online community 

participants trusted each other and were trusted by others with, for 

example, orders that they could not handle themselves, or referred their 
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own customers to colleagues from the online community. Entrepreneurs 

were able to profit from that loyalty whenever they received orders or 

clients from others. For example, Beatrice described how she often 

received orders because of perceived loyalty: 

 

And there is a lot of loyalty (...). As I am loyal to the 

forum and the [other webshop], other people are loyal to 

each other, and loyal to me. Which means they grant me 

an order instead of others [people with webshops].  

 

Summarizing, the process of opportunity preparation with regards to 

resources was influenced by community participation. In particular, the 

community’s technical affordances offered opportunities for learning and 

inspiration (within entrepreneurs’ span of control) and enabled acquisition, 

reputation and information provisions (outside of entrepreneurs’ span of 

control). Outside of entrepreneurs’ span of control were acquisition and 

loyalty when associated to the community’s social affordances. 

 

Opportunity Preparation – Organizing 

During the process of organizing opportunity preparation, entrepreneurs 

reported that the community’s social affordances were important, within 

and outside of their span of control.   

 

Within span of control. Participants differently enacted the entrepreneurial 

trajectory as specified by the online community (see below, apprenticeship 

model), spurred by enhanced opportunities of encouragement. However, 

quick decisions to start up a business were often commented upon by 

others, who thought that some people became entrepreneurs too quickly: 

 

I think that one gets going quite quickly nowadays. When you 

made two, three cakes, and you had a lot of positive reactions, 

one quite quickly decides to make it my job, I quit my other job, 

or I do it besides my other job, that's also a possibility. 

 



ENTREPRENEURSHIP 2.0 

 

113 
 

Outside of span of control. There was an understanding that, in order to 

become a successful entrepreneur, an apprenticeship model should be 

followed, which we identified as a social affordance of the online 

community. This alluded to a collective where there was a difference 

between the core (‘our people’) and aspirants for the core (or ‘apprentices’) 

as described by Beatrice: 

 

Definitely because you are with a large group of people who 

make cakes for a long time already, and took the path [of 

entrepreneurship] that our people think one [the aspirant] 

should take. I mean, you need to be at it for a while before you 

decide to make it your job. 

 

Entrepreneurs could use a large resource repository to learn about the 

apprenticeship model. Experts were part of that repository who 

commented on enactments of the entrepreneurial trajectory. However, 

sometimes the apprenticeship model also seemed to discourage 

entrepreneurs. For example, the rules of the Dutch food safety 

administration were used as a way to paint a picture of cake 

entrepreneurship that might discourage new entrepreneurs, as Amalia has 

experienced: 

 

If somebody wants to start her own business [...] then I 

sometimes think that there is a lot of negative [comments], you 

have to do this, you have to do that, you have to rebuild your 

house, you have to rebuild your kitchen because of the rules 

this and that.  

 

Furthermore, we found that it was common for cake entrepreneurs to refer 

customers to colleagues as a consequence of a large resource repository in 

terms of easy access to colleagues. Whenever an entrepreneur had too 

many orders, or thought that another entrepreneur had (more of) the 

required expertise, she would typically refer costumers to colleagues. 

Beatrice put it this way: 
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I also do modelling but only very simple, basic modelling. And if 

they want more, I send them to [colleague X]. Because I have 

[colleague X] around the corner, in [city A]. I'm not going to 

offer, and also by the way I can't even do what she can do, I'm 

very honest as far as that's concerned. I know very well what I 

can and can't do. And this I can't do, and the simple, beginner 

things I can teach them [the customers]. And if they want 

more, then they go to [colleague X]. And this is the case with 

more things. When they [the customers] say I want to learn 

[this], well, I have enough colleagues [from the forum], you 

have to go to colleague X, or to colleague Y, I'm not doing 

everything myself. 

 

To conclude, the online community’s social affordances led to influence of 

the organizing process within entrepreneurs’ span of control 

(entrepreneurial trajectory) and outside of entrepreneurs’ span of control 

(apprenticeship model and referral). 

 

Opportunity Preparation - Legitimizing 

Legitimizing as part of opportunity preparation was only associated with the 

online community’s social affordances outside of entrepreneurs’ span of 

control. First, quality and originality of cake decorating were judged by 

others on the community. Its large network provided an enhanced 

opportunity to distinguish oneself from the crowd, however it was still up 

to others to determine what exactly quality and originality were (thus 

outside of entrepreneurs’ span of control). Many cake entrepreneurs were 

famous (on the online community) for particular specialities, such as certain 

forms of cakes, specific patterns, or a typical use of colours. For example, 

Pamela said that originality was the ‘magic word’: 

 

So I think to be original is the magic word. And if you are also 

able to make beautiful cakes because the finishing is perfect, 

and you dare to work with fillings, and not only standard butter 

crème and a layer of strawberry jam. 
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Pamela differentiated between originality, which alluded to the creative 

ideas about cakes, and quality, which was concerned with more technical 

aspects like meticulous working, well-baked cakes, or decorations with 

were neatly finished.  

 

Next, tenure played an important role, in other words the value that was 

attributed to duration and intensity of peoples’ online community 

participation. Again, perceptions of tenure provided an enhanced 

opportunity to distinguish oneself from others - regardless if that 

perception was consistent with facts. For example, Samantha - whose 

creative signature was a specific form of cake - joined the community just 

recently. Just after she posted some pictures, her ‘signature’ was copied by 

a fellow baker who had been a community participant for some years. This 

other participant was a well-known person and respected by others. As 

such, Samantha had to adjust her own legitimizing because of the fellow 

baker, although she herself was not at fault:  

 

And then she copied one of my cakes, she posted it on the 

forum, that's what made her famous. She gave workshops on 

it, and then she contacted me. First I accepted that it will be 

from both of us, because when you are a new member, you 

can't go against it. Because she was a member for a long time, 

and popular, so yes, you can't go against it, as I said. So I just 

accepted okay, we both do it. 

 

In this instance, tenure (of the fellow baker) had a negative influence on 

Samantha’s process of legitimizing; however, it was beneficial for the fellow 

baker whose business profited from Samantha’s idea.  

 

Finally, intellectual property (IP) protection profited from enhanced 

opportunities to control and circulate IP violations. Similar to recipes, it was 

impossible to protect cake-related ideas with, for instance, a patent (cf. 

Fauchart & von Hippel, 2008). However, online community participants 

tried to address this issue by discouraging others to steal their IP. For 
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example, Beatrice told the story of how she developed a new technique 

that she presented on a big cake fair. A visitor of that fair (who actually 

bought material about that technique from her personally) copied that 

technique and offered workshops on the forum. She brought this to the 

attention of others in the online community, who readily supported her 

right to this IP and visibly backed her up.      

 

I knew the person, that was the worst part of it, she was there 

too and bought the instruction book. And then, a few days later 

she offers it as a workshop! That's impossible, that's not nice. 

[…] So [I asked on the forum] how would you [other 

participants] deal with it, and immediately everyone shared 

[my] opinion, so if the person [who stole the technique...] reads 

this on the forum, she wouldn't be happy with all the reactions. 

 

Similarly, she Beatrice went on to mention that people would ‘fall flat’ 

within the community if they stole other peoples’ IP, in this instance in the 

form of photographs:  

 

In the beginning, I always put a watermark on my photographs 

[...] but I stopped doing that. I mean, if you want to steal my 

photograph, just go ahead. But yes, you fall flat if you adorn 

yourself with borrowed plumes. I don’t think it’s acceptable [...]. 

Stealing from each other is always a hot item. 

 

Cake decorators protected their IP in the community and thus enhanced 

their own process of legitimizing. If a cake decorator was the accredited 

owner of a certain IP (in the form of a certain signature such as a specific 

technique), fellow bakers would acknowledge this legitimation by 

frequenting that person’s workshops or buying her products. On the other 

hand, entrepreneurs who would use other peoples’ ideas to establish 

themselves in the business would have a hard time legitimizing their 

position. The community would not accept their theft and as a consequence 

these entrepreneurs would lose (or not even attract) customers. In sum, 
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legitimizing was influenced by facets outside of entrepreneurs’ span of 

control that were due to the community’s social affordances: originality & 

quality, tenure and IP protection. 

 

Opportunity Exploitation 

Finally, we found a number of facets related to both technical and social 

affordances of the online community to influence the process of 

opportunity exploitation both within and outside entrepreneurs’ span of 

control.  

 

Within span of control. Entrepreneurs used the online community to 

market and sale their products, owing to the community’s technical 

possibilities to reach a large network of people. For example, Suzy usually 

posted messages about workshops that she thought: 

 

[I leave messages] about workshops, so when I have a new 

workshop, I post a message as well. 

 

The technical functionalities of the online communities enabled Suzy and 

her customers to quickly access relevant information, send it to others, and 

order products. 

 

Outside of span of control. Also due to the community’s technical 

possibilities, however outside of entrepreneurs’ span of control, was the 

amplification of activities as a consequence of the chance to connect with 

large networks of people. Businesses had the chance to grow from a 

garage-based pet project to a full-blown enterprise based on amplification, 

or mutual enhancement that was possible within the virtual environment. 

Within the online community, it was very simple to refer others to 

businesses’ websites, and thus it was extremely easy to attract many 

visitors to one’s website through postings on the online community. 

Isabelle described the story of her success: 

 

Yes, and I have the idea that it [the business and the forum] 

amplifies each other enormously. We have a nice webshop, 
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where people can order all the products. And next to it, there's 

an incredible site [the forum], where people meet each other, 

share their opinion and the like.  

 

Second, the community’s technical possibilities also led to enhanced 

circulation of negative perceptions, a dark side of market research. If people 

were not satisfied with a product, news could spread incredibly quick, 

making it difficult for entrepreneurs to address the problem or react in 

time. This dissatisfaction was not even always based on facts; it could just 

be a perception, or a mistake during a part of, for example, the delivery 

process which was often out of the entrepreneur’s control, or was a 

personal disappointment. Yet, such ‘gossip’ could have severe 

consequences. Isabelle experienced such a situation and, in the end, had to 

take the product in question out of the assortment: 

 

The funny thing is also that the forum works I think 90% in 

favour of us, and a small part, 10%, against us. Because the 

tiny part against us is when we introduce [a product], and 

somebody posts a very negative message about it, and there 

are a few others who post a negative message. Then it can 

happen that a product disappears again. 

 

Finally, market research in a more productive sense was possible due to the 

community’s social affordance of access to a large resource repository of 

customers commenting on products. The online community was, for many, 

the perfect place to pulse the taste of the masses and find out from 

community discussions whether there was a need or desire for new 

products. Isabelle, for example, visited the community to see how people 

reacted to a new product: 

 

And also sometimes when I want to know how people think 

about certain new items, so you have to think of us introducing 

a new product […], and then I can often read on the forum how 

it is liked. 
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Summarizing, marketing & sales was within entrepreneurs’ span of control, 

and together with amplification and market research, which were outside 

of entrepreneurs’ span of control, profited from the community’s technical 

affordances. Market research was also related to a social affordance 

outside of entrepreneurs’ span of control. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

This study set out to answer the question how online community 

participation influences processes of entrepreneurship. Using data from a 

qualitative study of an online community of cake decorators, we explained 

how three core processes of entrepreneurship - opportunity recognition, 

preparation (including resource building, organizing, and legitimizing), and 

exploitation were influenced by facets that were within and outside of 

entrepreneurs’ span of control, and how these facets were associated with 

technical and social affordances of online communities.  

 

In particular, facets that were within entrepreneurs’ control- learning, 

inspiration and marketing & sales were mainly associated with the 

community’s technical affordances (electronic information repository; 

technical possibilities to reach a large network), only the enactment of an 

entrepreneurial trajectory was associated with the community’s social 

affordance of enhanced opportunities of encouragement. The majority of 

facets that were associated with online community participation and 

influenced entrepreneurial processes were, however, outside of 

entrepreneurs’ span of control. Technical affordances of the online 

community (such as enhanced visibility/circulation of negative perceptions, 

electronic information repository, and technical possibilities to connect 

large networks) were related to reputation, acquisition, information 

provision, amplification, and market research. Social affordances of the 

online community (large resource repository, enhanced opportunities for 

loyalty/distinguishing oneself/control and circulate IP violations) were 

related to the social network, acquisition, loyalty, the apprenticeship model, 

referral, originality/quality, tenure, IP protection, and market research.    
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Implications 

With this research, we contribute to literatures on online communities and 

entrepreneurship. We provide empirical evidence of how online community 

participation influences core processes of entrepreneurship. We continue 

an upcoming stream of literature on community entrepreneurship (Fisher, 

2011; Johannisson & Dahlstrand, 2009; Peredo & Chrisman, 2006; Shah & 

Tripsas, 2007) by extending it to the online domain. Although previous 

research has pointed out the importance of online communities for 

entrepreneurs (Chandra & Coviello, 2010; Shah & Tripsas, 2007; Wang, Yu, 

& Fesenmaier, 2002), it remained largely in the dark how exactly such a 

community becomes meaningful for entrepreneurs. We bridge this gap in 

the literature by illustrating how three core processes of entrepreneurship 

were influenced in the online community of cake decorators. Specifically, 

we point out how online community participation alters how 

entrepreneurial processes unfold, and explains how this connects to the 

community’s technical (Treem & Leonardi, 2012) and social affordances. As 

such, we provide counterarguments for the widespread view of 

entrepreneurship as individual behaviour (e.g., Krueger & Carsrud, 1993) 

that is evidenced in the literature, because we show that entrepreneurs in 

an online environment have to handle facets outside of their span of 

control that are associated with the community’s social affordances. 

Therefore, we argue that online communities should not only be valued for 

their technical affordances (e.g., Zammuto et al., 2007), but also for their 

social affordances - that is, social possibilities that the online community 

affords for entrepreneurial processes. 

 

Furthermore, a number of specific findings from this study call for future 

research. Most notably, we found evidence of an organizational template 

based on an apprenticeship model, where aspiring or novice entrepreneurs 

informally turn to the ‘old hands’ to learn how the ‘ideal’ cake entrepreneur 

should behave and function. While the importance of apprenticeships is 

well documented in the entrepreneurship literature in relation to 

stimulating and training for intentional entrepreneurship (Dhliwayo, 2008; 

Goedhuys & Sleuwaegen, 2000; Johnson & Ferej, 1997), its functioning in 
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the context of online communities and entrepreneurship warrants further 

attention. Also, the observed role of community transparency in IP 

protection (cf. Fauchart & von Hippel, 2008) may form a valuable extension 

of the entrepreneurship and IP literature which is currently predominantly 

focused on secrecy and legal means (Gans & Stern, 2003; Hayton, 2005). 

 

Limitations 

Our study has some limitations. It is based on a qualitative analysis of a 

limited number of interviews and related documents, thus our findings are 

not generalizable. However, we build on a research tradition that focuses 

on the development of processes, following the work of Eisenhardt (1989), 

Glaser and Strauss (1967), and Yin (2003). This is in line with the ascending 

state of theory in the area of entrepreneurship from an online community 

perspective, and thus an apt way to study the phenomenon (Edmondson & 

McManus, 2007). Future studies might provide more and specific evidence 

to the phenomenon discussed in this paper.  

 

Second, our study is concerned with the particular field of cake decorating. 

Although many cake fans were hobbyists, prior research has shown that, 

nevertheless, a vibrant industry can emerge from these hobby communities 

as in the case of the rodeo kayak industry (Hienerth, 2006). Sometimes, 

such communities even grow into a mature industry over time, which 

happened to the open source software industry (e.g., Bagozzi & Dholakia, 

2006). The cake decorating industry has been mushrooming in the 

Netherlands in the past few years, and thus we highlight with this study an 

amplified example of this type of entrepreneurship. The amplification of the 

field due to its former absence might even provide a sharper image than 

otherwise possible. Entrepreneurial activity was at a high, and the related 

processes were thus even more emphasized. 
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APPENDIX 4.1 

Influence of online community participation on entrepreneurial processes, detailed 

  Recognition Role of online 
community 

Illustrative quote Preparation- 
Resources 

Role of online 
community 

Illustrative quote 

Within span 
of control- 
Technical 
affordance 

     Learning Electronic 
information 
repository 

I can read along and 
then get started myself.  

       Inspiration Electronic 
information 
repository 
(continuous 
availability) 

To me, it [the forum] is 
for a very large part a 
very big source of 
inspiration 

Within span 
of control- 
Social 
affordance 

            

Outside of 
span of 
control- 
Technical 
affordance 

Reputation Enhanced visibility  I wrote funny pieces of 
text on the forum, or so  
people thought. 

Acquisition Enhanced 
circulation of 
negative 
perceptions 

Some time ago I had 
people who didn't dare 
to apply [for a 
workshop] because they 
found the atmosphere 
[on the forum] so harsh. 
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        Reputation  Enhanced 
visibility 

Because the people who 
know me […] they will 
always mention me. 
 
Because that's what the 
forum also is to you. 
You can make and 
break somebody 

       Information 
provision 

Electronic 
information 
repository 

And there are a lot of 
handy things there 

Outside of 
span of 
control- 
Social 
affordance 

Social 
network 

Large resource 
repository (social 
network) 

Why I started my 
webshop, that was really 
because of the forum. […] 
, I have so many friends 
on the forum who also 
like the stuff [that I could 
sell to them].  

Acquisition Large resource 
repository 

There are a lot of 
people [on the forum] 
who make cakes, and 
for most of us that's 
only an advantage 

       Loyalty Enhanced 
opportunities for 
loyalty through 
large network 

Other people are loyal 
to each other, and loyal 
to me. Which means 
they grant me an order 
instead of others  
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APPENDIX 4.1, cont. 

  Preparation-  
Organizing 

Role of 
online 
community 

Illustrative quote Preparation
- 
Legitimizing 

Role of 
online 
community 

Illustrative 
quote 

Exploitation  Role of online 
community 

Illustrative quote 

Within 
span of 
control- 
Technical 
affordance 

          Marketing & 
sales 

Technical 
possibilities 
to reach large 
network 

When I have a 
new workshop, I 
post a message. 

Within 
span of 
control- 
social 
affordance 

Entre- 
preneurial 
trajectory 

Enhanced 
opportunities 
for 
encourage-
ment 

[When] you had 
a lot of positive 
reactions, one 
quite quickly 
decides to make 
it [their] job. 

            

Outside of 
span of 
control- 
Technical 
affordance 

          Amplification Technical 
possibilities 
to connect 
large 
networks 

I have the idea 
that it [the 
business and the 
forum] amplifies 
each other 
enormously.  

            Market 
research 

Enhanced 
circulation of 
negative 
perceptions 

The forum works I 
think 90% in 
favour of us, and 
a small part, 10%, 
against us. 
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 Outside of 
span of 
control- 
Social 
affordance 

Apprentice-
ship model 

Large 
resource 
repository 
(experts 
commenting 
on entre- 
preneurial 
trajectory) 

Definitely 
because you are 
with a large 
group of people 
who make cakes 
for a long time 
already, and 
took the path [of 
entrepreneurship
] that our people 
think one [the 
aspirant] should 
take 

Originality/ 
Quality 

Enhanced 
opportu-
nity to 
distinguish 
oneself 
from the 
crowd 

So I think to 
be original 
is the 
magic 
word.  

Market 
research 

Large 
resource 
repository 
(customers 
commenting 
on products) 

I can often read 
on the forum how 
it is liked. 

  Referral Large 
resource 
repository 

When they [the 
customers] say I 
want to learn 
[this], well, I 
have enough 
colleagues [from 
the forum], you 
have to go to 
colleague X, or 
to colleague Y, 
I'm not doing 
everything 
myself. 

Tenure Enhanced 
opportu-
nity to 
distinguish 
oneself 
from the 
crowd 

Because 
she was a 
member for 
a long 
time, and 
popular, so 
yes, you 
can't go 
against it,  

     

        IP 
protection 

Enhanced 
opportu-
nities to 
control and 
circulate IP 
violations 

But yes, 
you fall flat 
if you 
adorn 
yourself 
with 
borrowed 
plumes. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

In this dissertation, I discussed the question ‘How are organizing structures 

in online communities enacted by participants’? I approached this 

overarching theme from different perspectives, and presented a number of 

subquestions in the chapters of the dissertation. Chapter 2 puts to practice 

the lessons learned from the introductory chapter and answers the 

question ‘How do participants in online communities enact organizing 

structures?’. In chapter 3, a cross-cultural study of two online communities 

addresses the question ‘How is knowledge sharing affected by cross-cultural 

differences?’. And finally, in chapter 4 the central question is ‘How does 

online community participation influence processes of accidental 

entrepreneurship?’. In this concluding chapter, I will revisit the main 

findings and propose how these might inform future research.  

 

SUMMARY OF MAIN FINDINGS 

 

Chapter 2: Communicative genres as organizing structures in online 

communities – of team players and storytellers 

The central question in this chapter is: how do participants in online 

communities enact organizing structures? We aim to answer this question 

based on an empirical study that draws on a variety of data which we 

analyze using a multimethod approach. In particular, in this study we used 

data from interviews, archival data, and log files from the online community 

of cake decorators, and we performed statistical, network and interpretive 

analysis on this data. 

 

The theoretical point of departure is that communicative genres function as 

intangible organizing structures in online communities (Orlikowski & Yates, 

1994; Yates & Orlikowski, 1992). Organizing structures play an important 

role in online communities, as they assume the role of more formal 

structures that are common to more traditional forms of organizing. In 
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order to elucidate how these organizing structures (in the form of 

communicative genres) are enacted, we first consider participants’ 

positions in the social network as well as online behaviour that is expressed 

through messages on the online discussion forum. Statistical analysis 

reveals distinct participant clusters that are characterized by different 

configurations of relational positions and behavioural expressions. In 

addition, an interpretative analysis of the same data led to a distinction into 

four different communicative genres: affirmation, sharing, advice and social 

glue. Affirmation contains positive and negative affirmative expressions 

such as compliments or comments. Sharing is concerned with topic-related 

knowledge that is shared among participants. Advice is about active seeking 

(formulated as a direct or indirect question) or giving of advice. Finally, 

social glue is the social mortar that holds together conversations, either 

topic-related or not.  

 

We find that participants within the four clusters use communicative genres 

quite differently. In particular, the four participant clusters are each 

characterized by the use of a certain genre repertoire (a set of 

communicative genres). These clusters are team players, storytellers, utility 

posters, and all-round talents. Team players make short, advising 

comments, whereas storytellers draft fewer messages, which however are 

longer and more social. Utility posters mostly share knowledge but neglect 

social interaction, and finally all-round talents feature various activities 

without attracting attention.  

 

We contribute to theory on communicative genres by explaining how these 

genres can form the backbone of organizing structures in online 

communities. We argue that online communities do indeed feature 

organizing structures, albeit different ones than traditional organizations. 

We elucidate how these structures are enacted and how they can be 

identified. More broadly speaking, we contribute to the literature on mixed 

methods studies by proposing a combination of structural measurements 

with qualitative insights. As such, we integrate findings from the macro 

(structural) and micro (individual) level, which provide us with unexpectedly 
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rich results. Finally, we explore an analytical tool that allows practitioners to 

assess community activities, and inform and evaluate strategies for change 

toward improved outcomes. 

 

Chapter 3: Social Structures and Knowledge Sharing in Online 

Communities 

Although the body of literatures on online communities is steadily growing, 

some key themes that have been extensively discussed in other streams of 

literature in organization studies remain under-researched. One of these 

key themes is the question if and how cross-cultural differences play a role 

in knowledge-intensive online communities. Therefore, in chapter 3 I ask 

the question if online communities from different contexts are indeed 

similar.  

 

In order to provide first insights into this question, I conducted a 

comparative survey study among the Dutch and a German online 

community of cake decorators. I focused on three social structures that 

have been found to be important in online communities (see also chapter 

1): sharing, sociality, and support.  

 

Results from statistical analyses show that there are indeed differences 

between the two online communities under study, however the two groups 

also exhibited many similarities. In particular, reported values on frequency 

of knowledge sharing, frequency of community usage, age, enjoyment, and 

shared vision differed significantly, whereas trust, cohesion, homophily, and 

reciprocity were reported with similar scores. These results were 

corroborated by findings from a semantic map analysis (based on an open 

question in the survey), which shows that Germans emphasize informative 

features of the group and the Dutch mainly praise its social advantages.  

 

In this chapter, I argue that previous research into online communities has 

often treated online communities from a certain category, such as open 

source software communities, as very similar, and has assumed that they 

function according to the same generic rules. In this paper, I show that 
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communities from the same category might exhibit differences aside from 

many similarities, and thus show that variations in, for example, context or 

members’ background may indeed play a role in online environments. The 

current research is important, as it shows that researchers as well as 

practitioners need to take into account differing contextual and individual 

factors when theorizing about online communities (Ardichvili et al., 2006; 

Chau, Cole, Massey, Montoya-Weiss, & O'Keefe, 2002; Pfeil et al., 2006). 

Researchers need to be aware of these differences when theorizing and 

generalizing about mechanisms that steer online communities. The often 

taken-for-granted assumption of equal opportunities on the Internet in 

general, and in online communities in particular, might be too simplistic 

when considering the current research. As a consequence, organizations 

and professionals might operate under the impression that online 

communities provide a feasible managerial tool, whereas a much more 

fine-grained and careful approach might be warranted to successfully 

create and maintain online communities. As I point out in this chapter and 

back up with empirical evidence, global knowledge collaboration in online 

communities yields potentials and pitfalls for all parties involved.  

 

Chapter 4: Entrepreneurship 2.0: Online Community Participation and 

Processes of Entrepreneurship 

In the final empirical chapter of this dissertation I ask ‘How does online 

community participation affect processes of entrepreneurship?’. This 

question builds a bridge between the mostly structural approach that is 

also reflected in the main research question, and an approach that also 

takes into account agency on the individual level. Building on the earlier 

chapters that assume organizing structures in online communities, in this 

chapter I explore how individual cake entrepreneurs describe the process of 

entrepreneurship that is based on these organizing structures. Although 

this chapter is a separate entity and as such makes a different contribution, 

the existence of these organizing structures implicitly plays a role as can be 

seen from the findings. 
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This chapter is mainly based on data from interviews that I conducted with 

cake entrepreneurs. An interpretive analysis of this data shows how five 

core processes of entrepreneurship unfold within the context of the online 

community. These processes include opportunity recognition, preparation 

(including resource building, organizing, and legitimizing), and exploitation. 

We argue that online community participation does alter the course that 

these processes take. In particular, we show that a number of facets of 

community participation, inside and outside of entrepreneurs’ span of 

control, which are associated with technical and social affordances of the 

community, influence core processes of entrepreneurship. We make a 

conceptual link between these core processes and a community 

perspective on entrepreneurship (Peredo & Chrisman, 2006; Shah & 

Tripsas, 2007).  

 

As such, this chapter contributes to literature on entrepreneurship theory. 

It explains how online community participation is important to 

entrepreneurial processes, emphasizing the technical and social 

affordances of an online community. Departing from a community 

perspective on entrepreneurship, we show that entrepreneurship theory 

might profit from this more integrated view. Specifically, we show that 

entrepreneurial processes, often mainly or solely attributed to individuals’ 

agency (e.g., Shane & Venkataraman, 2000), evolve in the context of online 

community participation. As such, individuals’ agency is intertwined with 

mechanisms on the structural level. Therefore we argue that 

entrepreneurship theory should in future research combine structural and 

individual views when explaining entrepreneurial processes. In sum, we 

believe that this chapter identifies some important contributions and 

affords opportunities for future research. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

In the introductory chapter I argue that social structures in online 

communities differ from structures in more traditional organizations (such 

as hierarchy or network position, e.g., Ibarra, 1992; Mintzberg, 1998). 
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However, because all organizing is essentially based on some form of 

structure, further scientific investigation is warranted. In particular, such 

research might help organization scholars to better explain collective 

outcomes such as knowledge sharing, sustained participation (often unpaid 

which still puzzles scientists) and virtual social interaction. Indeed, online 

communities nowadays are often at the nexus of interorganizational 

networks, and sometimes embody so-called meta-organizations (Gulati et 

al., 2012).  

 

In this dissertation, I provide some tentative explanations of the enactment 

of organizing structures. Thus, the contribution to the online communities 

literature is threefold. First, the proposed approach toward online 

community research departs from a perspective of emergent social 

systems. This means that at the core of any argumentation are processes 

that develop over time. Explanations might be found in more static 

snapshots of these processes, but should never be examined outside of 

their temporal and positional context. In this dissertation, I provide insights 

into the enactment of organizing structures that unfolded over time, hence 

I contribute to literature that employs a similar conceptual understanding 

(Dahlander & Frederiksen, 2012; Faraj et al., 2011; Hercheui, 2011).  

 

Second, I aimed to bridge macro and micro explanations toward online 

community interaction. In particular, I provide structural explanations that 

take into account individual agency. This integration rests on a social 

network perspective on online communities, where resources flow 

between individuals and social structure (Owen-Smith & Powell, 2008). The 

assumption of the duality of structure (Giddens, 1984) that lies at the core 

of such thinking becomes most explicit in chapter 4, where individual 

agency – in the form of entrepreneurship – and social structure that 

informs this agency are inextricably intertwined. As such, I contribute to the 

literature that discusses this tension between individual agency and 

structure. In particular with regard to online communities, there have been 

some exciting new studies that tackle the tension from various 

perspectives, such as social networks (Dahlander & Frederiksen, 2012; Faraj 
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& Johnson, 2011), knowledge collaboration (Faraj et al., 2011), knowledge 

sharing (Wasko & Faraj, 2005), entrepreneurship (Autio et al., in press), and 

organizational design (Gulati et al., 2012).   

 

Third, I address methodological challenges when studying online 

communities and provide some ways to deal with these challenges. As the 

phenomenon of online communities is still quite new, it is not surprising 

that scholars are debating how to research these virtual platforms. In this 

dissertation, I explore a variety of methods including statistical, social 

network, content and interpretive analysis based on log file, survey, 

interview and archival data. Although not all chapters employ a multi-

method approach, most chapters do integrate several methods. Based on 

the insights gained during this study, I argue that the use of multiple 

methods is beneficial, if not necessary when explaining online community 

phenomena. Such an approach makes it possible to study processes that 

unfold over time (Van de Ven, 2007) within the virtual and physical context 

(Vaast, 2007; Wellman et al., 2002). Studies from this dissertation therefore 

contribute to the literature that is based on a multimethod approach, and 

that has been steadily growing in recent years (e.g., Autio et al., in press; 

Füller et al., 2007; Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006; Ross, 2007; Wasko & 

Faraj, 2005).    

 

Practical contributions 

Online communities become increasingly important for organizations. In 

virtually all industries firms engage with online communities, for example 

through social media. However, organizations still are searching for the 

‘right’ way to deal with these communities; best practices are still a long 

way. In this dissertation, I provide some points of departure that might 

assist organizations in successfully engaging with online communities. I 

show how knowledge on social structures of these communities might be 

usefully employed by organizations and inform strategic decisions. 

Furthermore, such knowledge might enable organizations to tap into the 

huge knowledge repositories and resources that are abundant in many 

online communities.  
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Furthermore, this dissertation points out that online communities are at 

least equally important to entrepreneurs. As the nature of employment 

shifts to more fragmented, mobile, and informal networks of professionals 

and organizations, the role of entrepreneurs especially in the context of 

small and medium-sized enterprises (SME’s) changes. First of all, their 

numbers increase, and as a consequence it becomes more important to 

explain how these entrepreneurs might gain and retain access to timely and 

relevant knowledge and important social networks.  

 

Second, as other groups of professionals and even hobbyists join the ranks 

of entrepreneurs, the need for shared professional platforms increases. As 

such, online communities form an opportunity for entrepreneurs to seek 

and find what they need in the changed circumstances, such as access to 

knowledge and a relevant social network. Insights from this dissertation, 

therefore, might help these entrepreneurs to build relevant and important 

online communities that profit from sustained interaction.   

 

Future research directions 

The current research suggests a number of future research directions that 

arise from the empirical findings presented in this dissertation. Overall, the 

question comes up if and how the findings from the separate chapters tie 

into each other. In other words: how are social structures (as discussed in 

chapters 1, 2 and 3) intertwined with individual actions and outcomes (as 

discussed in chapter 4)? This dissertation thus contributes to new theorizing 

about the duality between structure and agency (Giddens, 1984) as 

previously discussed in organizational research (Corman & Scott, 1994; 

Whitbred, Fonti, Steglich, & Contractor, 2011). In particular, a number of 

interesting issues might be discussed in future research. First, it would be 

interesting to investigate online communities from different categories with 

regards to the configuration of social structures and subsequently connect 

this configuration to the communicative genres that are in use in that 

particular community. For example, it is possible that a community with a 

lot of sociality (see chapters 1 and 3) attracts and/or educates more 
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storytellers (who score high on social glue, see chapter 2). As a 

consequence, one might speculate that more instrumental and/or tangible 

dimensions like knowledge sharing might suffer from such emphasized 

sociality. However, evidence from the current research does indeed provide 

us with knowledge to the contrary: a lot of sociality, as in the cake 

decorator case, does not necessarily exclude a high degree of knowledge 

sharing. Therefore, it might be more important to assess the configuration 

or distribution of categories (social structures and communicative genres), 

also hinted at in Corman & Scott (1994) within a particular community in 

order to assume relations between concepts.  

 

Second, it would be interesting to further investigate the relation between 

social structures and actions and outcomes on the individual level, such as 

described in chapter 4. One might speculate that a community that offers a 

lot of support produces relatively more entrepreneurs. The current cake 

decorator case might be an indication of such a relation, seeing the rising 

numbers of cake entrepreneurs in recent years. However, the question 

comes up if, and how, such support affects the success of such 

entrepreneurship (Bruderl & Preisendorfer, 1998). Similarly, one might 

argue that entrepreneurs profit from high degrees of knowledge sharing 

and advice (see chapter 2) as it enhances their professional knowledge. 

However, a general problem of the Internet is that it is often difficult to 

legitimize knowledge. How, then, should an entrepreneur judge the granted 

support and evaluate which knowledge is relevant and of high quality, and 

which other information should be better disregarded (cf. Wry, Lounsbury, 

& Glynn, 2011)?  

 

Furthermore, the research on this particular online community raises other 

new challenges and opportunities for research. The first challenge is to 

extend the research to include dynamics of community involvement and 

stabilization with regard to the organizing structures in chapter 2. In 

particular, the interplay between roles (or participation in specific clusters) 

and communicative genres deserves attention. New studies and analyses 

should address the ways in which role patterns (e.g., Ganley et al., 2012) 
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are stable over time. Attention to such processes would challenge the in 

general rather static theories about community functioning, in particular 

with regard to sustainability. Moreover, by attending to these processes in 

similar communities, answers can be provided about pressing questions like 

how to set up communities as attractive platforms for knowledge exchange. 

In the current environment, many commercial and public organizations 

engage in community development with a fixed set of design parameters 

which might hinder community participation rather than encourage it. 

These parameters need to be revisited and improved in order for online 

communities to be valuable resources for stakeholders in general, and 

organizations and entrepreneurs in particular.  

  

Furthermore, a large area of potential new research might be explored 

around dynamics of community involvement, based on rich and available 

digital content on interaction information (Faraj & Johnson, 2011). In 

particular, the content-based methods of chapter 2 would provide an 

agenda that might yield new insights. Attention to this point has been 

increasing in recent years with for example research into online behaviour 

(Bateman et al., 2011; Butler, 2001; Butler & Wang, 2012; Ganley et al., 

2012). As such, future research into online communities might shift from a 

focus on individual motivation (Chiu et al., 2006; Wasko & Faraj, 2005) and 

attractiveness of communities (Faraj et al., 2011) to a coevolving dynamic 

of interesting content and content production (Moser, Birkholz, 

Deichmann, Hellsten, & Wang, 2013).  

 

Finally, the overall dynamics that I observed during the course of this 

project suggest that it would be worthwhile to study online communities 

from the perspective of the evolution of institutional fields. Undeniably, 

online communities gain importance not only in peoples’ personal lives, but 

also in the domain of organizations (Gulati et al., 2012). Theories on 

institutional logics and organization fields needs to account for the 

influence and the role of these new organizational forms (cf. Currie, 2011). 

Based on insights from this research, I argue that an explanation of how 

different groups in online communities (such as the entrepreneurs 
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described in chapter 4) interact and subsequently witness the emergence of 

a new organizational field might be afforded by a careful analysis of online 

and offline data (Moser, 2012). Especially a combination of social network 

and interpretive analysis might yield new insights, as it provides 

information on the topology as well as the social norms and logics of the 

new organizational field (see also Van Wijk, Stam, Elfring, Zietsma, & Den 

Hond, 2012). Research in this direction might thus enhance institutional 

theory as well as organization studies in general (Gulati et al., 2012). 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In this dissertation, I set out to answer the main research question ‘How are 

organizing structures in online communities enacted by participants?’. This 

question was divided into subquestions that formed the core of the 

chapters in this dissertation. Building on a case study of cake decorators, in 

chapter 2 I empirically explored the main research question and found that 

organizing structures in online communities can be understood in terms of 

communicative genres. In chapter 3, I discuss similarities and differences 

between two online communities of the same type. In particular, I explore 

how social structures as presented in chapter 1, are perceived in two 

communities from two different contexts. Finally, in chapter 4 I connect 

structural and individual approaches toward online communities by 

explaining how processes of entrepreneurship evolve in the online 

community context. As such, I put more emphasis on individual agency and 

the enactment part of the main research question.  

 

 



 

138 
 

 

 

 

 



ZUSAMMENFASSUNG (SUMMARY IN GERMAN)

 
 

139 
 

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG (SUMMARY IN GERMAN) 

Keine leichte Übung: wodurch funktionieren Online Communities? 

 

In dieser Dissertation bespreche ich die Frage ‘Wie führen Mitglieder von 

Online Communities Organisationsstrukturen aus’. Online Communities 

werden stets wichtiger für Betriebe und Einzelpersonen, vor allem in Bezug 

auf den täglichen Informationsaustausch. Ich habe die oben genannte 

Forschungsfrage aus verschiedenen Perspektiven untersucht.    
 

Das zunehmende Interesse an Online Communities spiegelt sich in der 

steigenden Anzahl wissenschaftlicher Publikationen zum Thema. Diese 

virtuellen sozialen Netzwerke werden aus verschiedensten Sichtweisen, wie 

zum Beispiel Organisationswissenschaften, Management, 

Kommunikationswissenschaften oder auch Strategieforschung, untersucht. 

Online Communities entstehen oft aus einem geteilten Ziel oder Interesse 

heraus. In dieser Dissertation richte ich mich auf die sogenannten ‘online 

occpuational communities’, Gruppen die vor allem am kollektiven 

Informationsaustausch interessiert sind, also Wissen über ein bestimmtes 

Thema teilen möchten. Charakteristisch für diese Gruppen sind ihre 

zugrundeliegenden Regeln und Normen. Die virtuellen Netzwerke basieren 

sich auf der Motivation der Mitglieder, und deren Bereitschaft 

Informationen und Wissen zu teilen. Im Gegensatz zu traditionellen, offline 

Organisationen sind bei Online Communities informelle Kommunikation 

und  Normen essentiell, also soziale Strukturen die starken Einfluss auf die 

Organisation der Community haben. 

 

Das Ziel dieser Forschung ist die zugrundeliegenden sozialen Strukturen von 

Online Communities zu entschlüsseln. Soziale Strukturen sind erkennbare 

und komplexe Verhaltensmuster, die auf verschiedenen Ebenen 

stattfinden. Die Dissertation stützt sich vor allem auf Daten von einer 

Online Community mit dem Thema ‘Backen und Dekorieren von Torten’. 

Antworten auf oben genannte zentrale Forschungsfrage basieren sich auf 
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Daten aus qualitativer (Interviews, Inhaltsanalyse und Observation) und 

quantitativer (statistische Analyse und Netzwerkanalyse) Forschung.  

 

In den drei empirischen Kapiteln stehen einige wichtige Resultate im 

Vordergrund. Erstens übernehmen bestimmte Kommunikationsmuster 

(‘communicative genres’) die Rolle von Organisationsstrukturen. Auβerdem 

werden diese Kommunikationsmuster auf verschiedene Arten durch die 

Mitglieder der Community genutzt. Das bedeutet, dass 

Organisationsstrukturen tatsächlich ungreifbar und informell sind, im 

Gegensatz zu Strukturen traditioneller Organisationen. Des Weiteren 

weisen Online Communities verschiedener Nationen in Bezug auf ihre 

Organisation sowohl Ähnlichkeiten als auch Unterschiede auf. Zum Beispiel 

schätzt die niederländische Community vor allem die sozialen Aspekte der 

Gruppe, wohingegen die deutsche Gruppe vor allem Wert auf 

Informationsaustausch legt. Dies ist überraschend, da in der Literatur oft 

angenommen wurde, dass Online Communities auf allgemein gültigen 

sozialen Mechanismen basieren. Schlieβlich zeige ich in dieser Dissertation, 

wie sich Unternehmerschaft (‘entrepreneurship’) im Kontext der Online 

Community entwickelt. Ich erkläre wie die Teilnahme am virtuellen 

Netzwerk verschiedene unternehmerische Prozesse beeinflusst. Technische 

Aspekte der Online Community (zum Beispiel die Archivfunktion) helfen 

Unternehmern relevante Information zeitnah zu erforschen. Auch soziale 

Aspekte sind wichtig, da Unternehmer mit Hilfe der Online Community ein 

groβes soziales Netzwerk aufbauen können.  

 

Die Resultate dieser Forschung sind interessant und wichtig für Akademiker, 

Manager und andere Interessenvertreter aus der Praxis. Bis heute wissen 

wir relativ wenig über die Funktionsweise von Online Communities; diese 

Dissertation trägt zum besseren Verständnis von Organisationsstrukturen in 

Online Communities bei. Als Folge dieses besseren Verständnisses, können 

Betriebe und andere Organisationen effektiver und effizienter aus den 

groβen Quellen sozialen Kapitals und Wissens in Online Communities 

schöpfen.
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Geen gesneden koek: wat maakt dat online communities functioneren? 

 

In dit proefschrift bespreek ik, vanuit het streven om sociale structuren in 

online communities te verkennen, de vraag ‘Hoe worden organiserende 

structuren in online communities uitgevoerd door leden’. Online 

communities worden steeds belangrijker voor bedrijven en individuen, 

vooral als het gaat over het uitwisselen van kennis en informatie. Ik heb de 

overkoepelende onderzoeksvraag vanuit verschillende perspectiven 

benaderd. 

 

Vandaag de dag zijn online communities belangrijk voor mensen, zowel op 

persoonlijk als op professioneel vlak. De toenemende interesse in deze 

groepen vindt zijn weerslag in een groeiend aantal wetenschappelijke 

artikelen die deze virtuele sociale netwerken bespreken vanuit 

uiteenlopende perspectieven zoals organisatiewetenschappen, 

management, communicatie of strategie. Online communities ontstaan 

vaak vanuit een gedeeld doel of gemeenschappelijk interesse. In dit 

proefschrift richt ik mij dan ook op zogenoemde ‘online occupational 

communities’, groepen die vooral geïnteresseerd zijn in het delen van 

informatie en kennis over een specifiek onderwerp. De communities 

worden vaak gekenmerkt door onderliggende regels en normen. Deze 

virtuele netwerken bestaan bij de gratie van haar leden, hun motivaties om 

deel te nemen en hun bereidheid om met elkaar kennis en informatie uit te 

wisselen. In tegenstelling tot traditionele, offline organisaties, worden deze 

communities gedreven door informele communicatie en normen, dat wil 

zeggen sociale structuren die sterke invloed kunnen hebben op de 

organisatie van de communities.  

 

Het doel van dit onderzoek is om deze sociale structuren in kaart te 

brengen. Sociale structuren zijn herkenbare en complexe gedragspatronen 

die op verschillende niveaus plaatsvinden. Ik heb dit onderzoek uitgevoerd 

met data uit één community met als onderwerp het bakken en decoreren 
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van taarten. Door middel van verschillende methoden, zowel kwalitatief 

(zoals het voeren van interviews, inhoudsanalyse en observatie) als 

kwantitatief (zoals statistische analyse en netwerkanalyse) heb ik antwoord 

kunnen geven op de centrale onderzoeksvraag.   

  

In de drie empirische hoofdstukken komen een aantal belangrijke 

resultaten naar voren. Ten eerste vervullen bepaalde 

communicatiepatronen (‘communicative genres’) de rol van organiserende 

structuren, en maken verschillende leden van de groep op verschillende 

manieren gebruik van de aanwezige structuren. Dit betekent dat 

organiserende structuren ongrijpbaar en informeel zijn, in tegenstelling tot 

structuren in traditionele organisaties. Verder blijkt dat online communities 

uit verschillende nationale contexten, ondanks dat ze ook veel 

overeenkomsten vertonen, verschillen te vertonen in de manier waarop de 

community georganiseerd is. Zo blijken leden van de Nederlandse online 

community bijvoorbeeld vooral gehecht te zijn aan de sociale en gezellige 

aspecten van de groep,  waar de leden van de Duitse online community 

vooral bezig zijn met het verkrijgen van informatie. Dit is verrassend, omdat 

er tot op heden in de literatuur vaak werd aangenomen dat online 

communities functioneren volgens overkoepelende en algemeen geldige 

mechanismes. Tenslotte laat ik zien hoe ondernemerschap zich ontplooit in 

de context van de online community. Uit mijn onderzoek blijkt dat 

deelname aan een online community belangrijk is voor verschillende 

processen van ondernemerschap. De technische aspecten (bijvoorbeeld de 

archieffunctie) van een online community dragen bij aan het beter 

verkrijgen van informatie voor ondernemers.  Ook de sociale aspecten van 

de community zijn belangrijk, bijvoorbeeld omdat ondernemers een groot 

sociaal netwerk kunnen opbouwen. Door dit laatste onderzoek trek ik het 

project breder en verbind ik een structureel perspectief – kijkend naar de 

groep als geheel – met een individueel perspectief – kijkend naar individuen 

binnen de groep. 

 

De uitkomsten van dit onderzoek zijn belangrijk voor zowel academici als 

voor managers en andere betrokkenen uit de praktijk. Omdat we tot nu toe 
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nog maar beperkte kennis hebben van het functioneren van online 

communities, draagt dit onderzoek bij aan het beter begrijpen van de 

sociale en structuren binnen online communities. Als gevolg van een 

verbeterd begrip van deze virtuele groepen zullen organisaties en bedrijven 

beter in staat zijn om kennis en sociaal capitaal in online communities aan 

te boren. Verder helpt dit onderzoek bedrijven en organisaties om 

doelgerichter en efficienter gebruik te maken van de aangetapte kennis en 

sociaal kapitaal. 
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