


participation. We then present the results of our first empirical study to test some of the
concepts of the framework.

The nature of on-line communities
Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) identify three core components of community as being:

(1) Consciousness of kind: an intrinsic connection that members feel toward one
another and difference from others not in the community.

(2) The presence of shared rituals and traditions which perpetuate the community’s
history, culture and consciousness.

(3) A sense of moral responsibility, duty or obligation to the community as a whole
and its individual members.

This concept of community is potentially an appropriate step forward in marketing’s
thinking with regard to the nature of relationships between and across suppliers and
consumers. In particular we are interested to identify how and why such communities
form bonds which have value to all the participants We suggest that for the three
elements described above to work together to produce a community, there has to be a
sense of bonding between and among participants. Bonding occurs over time to
eventually develop a sense of community. The idea of bonding in marketing terms is
not new. The concept of “customer bonding” (Cross and Smith, 1995) as a route to
achieving improved customer loyalty (Reichheld, 1996) was adopted by many
businesses in the 1990s (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2000). While customer polygamy
might seem increasingly likely in the Internet economy, nevertheless some researchers
argue that what has been termed “ E-loyalty” will be the secret weapon of the web
(Reichheld and Schefter, 2000). The opportunity to switch vendors is clearly helped by
the web; information abounds, and the balance of power currently seems well weighted
on the buyer’s side. Companies which try to understand what drives E-loyalty have a
major opportunity to develop the most appropriate form of on-line community.

We suggest that what is now needed is a general framework which will enable
companies to understand better some of the key aspects that define and drive loyalty in
Internet communities. Our thinking on this subject has developed directly from
working with an on-line service provider “macnews.de”. The paper will explain how a
service provider (i.e. the main community organiser) can create what will be referred to
as customer bonding among its customers in a networked environment and help to
create a community of value to all involved. The key reason for focusing on on-line
communities is that by their nature, they hold the potential to foster not only business
to consumer interaction, but also consumer to business interaction which can help
strengthen the bond between customers and service providers and thus develop real
“conversations” among all the stakeholders within the community.

Early in the development of the Internet the concept of the on-line community (also
referred to as virtual community or electronic community) became popular (Rheingold,
1994; Armstrong and Hagel, 1996; Hagel and Armstrong, 1997). Rheingold focused on
the social aspects of such communities, but others have discovered their economic
potential. According to Armstrong and Hagel (1996) electronic communities meet four
types of consumer needs. Communities of transaction facilitate the buying and selling
process and deliver information related to this process; communities of interest involve
a higher degree of interpersonal communication as participants interact intensively
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with each other on specific topics. Here users tend to generate plenty of content
themselves which can be used by the community organiser to attract new participants.
Communities of fantasy are where participants create new stories, personalities or
whole new environments, and finally communities of relationship give participants the
opportunity to share certain life experiences, the famous Cancer Forum on CompuServe
would be a good example.

The decision as to the type of community the service provider wishes to create is
crucial, as it will shape the result in terms of the nature of community and the type of
people and their motives for joining. The success or failure of the enterprise may well
be dependent on this initial choice and whether it can sustain the community for which
it is intended: the profit maximisation organisation may try to dominate an
on-line-community in order to fulfil their short-term goals. For example,
Lastminute.com is a highly controlled site, making available what it has managed to
source and using price as a key feature for controlling and managing custom on its site.
In comparison, Nextweekend.com was what de Chernatony (2001) calls a loosely
controlled brand. By asking people what they wanted to do in the forthcoming
weekend, and gleaning ideas from others who were prepared to share their thoughts on
site, it provided alternative appropriate offerings. While a tightly controlled vendor
focused site may be appropriate for some types of transaction, it is unlikely to create a
community and customers will quickly categorise the nature of the site they are
dealing with (Hagel and Singer, 1999, Evans and Wurster, 2000). The customer-focused
form of on-line community, however, has a real opportunity for long-term profit
maximisation. By allowing other service providers to participate and to serve the needs
of the community members, the main organiser of the community increases his own
potential of aggregating new customers and bonding with existing ones. Such a
community enables all participants to exchange value, which implies give and take by
all sides.

Customer bonding

Customer bonding can be referred to both as a state (some kind of affiliation between
parties) as well as a process (as there are different levels of bonding that such
affiliations may pass through or reach). Cross and Smith (1995) have detailed the
process of customer bonding in five hierarchical steps where each step involves a
deeper bond between the company and customer. The steps begin with awareness,
where the customer knows what the company has to offer and has developed some
impression of it. This is followed by the identity stage; here the customer attaches
values to the company that are important to them. This may be followed by a
relationship stage where communication has moved from a one-way process to a
dialogue such that at every interaction the amount of knowledge each side has
increases. The relationship may then extend to a third party where customers are not
only bonding with the organisation but also with each other. Finally customers willing
to refer an organisation to other potential customers marks the advocate stage where
the “individual supporter’s role is now visible to others” (Cross and Smith, 1995, p. 60).
Awareness and identity bonding are essentially to do with getting customers while
relationship and community bonding lie in the realms of customer retention and
customer service (Sterne, 2000). It is in these latter two stages that bonding becomes a
particularly important feature, furthermore community bonding makes no sense



without some initial relationship bonding, meaning that the community organiser
needs a bond with every participant before it can effectively bring them together into
some kind of community.

A customer bonding triangle

To explore the nature of bonding within the on-line community we have developed a
framework built around three key elements, interactivity, technical infrastructure and
service value (see Figure 1).

The premise of this framework is that service value is a necessity enhanced by the
bonding concept of interactivity between participants and enabled by an appropriate
technical infrastructure. Each element of the overall triangle is further broken down
into more detailed constituent parts. These three parts will first be individually
examined, and then in relation to the overall concept of customer bonding in the on-line
community. The community is represented by purposeful flows and exchanges
between customers, organisers and others interested or involved in the community.
Interactivity is in the nature of communities and is seen as a high involvement process
(Schleuning, 1997). Interaction between people, whether it is the organisation to the
customer or customer-to-customer, is the main feature of the interactivity triangle.
Bonime and Pohlmann (1997, p. 16) suggest that interactivity is “any action that
responds dynamically to user control”. To put customers in control, every element of a
service should be interactive. With regard to communication, interactivity requires
addressing the individual, receiving and then using their response, thus starting the
on-going interaction process and taking responsibility for this interaction (Deighton
and Sorrell, 1996). The importance of interaction in relation to customer bonding is that
people are doing something, 1.e. are involved while interacting with one another, such
activity leads to greater interest than just receiving information (Peppers and Rogers,
1997). Thus the framework suggests that successful customer bonding within an
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on-line community will depend on interaction by involved customers supported by the
use of appropriate technology.

The Internet is unique in that it can provide low-cost individualised communication
and interaction (FaBler, 1997). Interaction which is initiated by the customer as well as
the provider indicates a co-producer role for the customer. Prahalad and Ramaswamy
(2000, p. 83) make an important distinction between customisation and personalisation
which is pertinent for this concept: “Customisation assumes that the manufacturer will
design a product to suit a customer’s needs. Personalisation on the other hand is about
the customer becoming a co-creator of the content of their experience". The capability
to personalise a service increases customer’s involvement and increases the bond with
the service provider. The co-producer role may fulfil several different functions, which
include specification of the service, pure co-production, i.e. where client does some of
the work which would have been done by the organisation, quality control and
maintenance of ethos (Norman, 1998). Co-production implies that interactivity is a
necessity not a choice. According to Cross and Smith (1995) a service provider’s
readiness for interaction can move a customer to a co-producer and hence to a higher
level of customer bonding. Amazon (www.amazon.com) is a good example of a
company which takes responsibility for interaction. They quickly react to requests
from customers and provide small vendors a standardised way to communicate with
customers, through their zShops section, a feature which is not standard on the web.
Another important issue here is managing user-generated content on message boards
such as SlashDot (www.slashdot.org/). Here a system has been set up where users
successfully monitor themselves without the intervention of an authority.

The next set of relationships is described by the technical infrastructure triangle.
According to Allee (2000), new technologies only provide the mechanism for the value
exchange; it is the exchange itself that holds the value. Service researchers have,
however, for long been aware that without appropriate technology the exchange may
never happen or be effective (Bitner ef al, 2000). Technology enables interaction and
therefore needs to be seen as a core feature of the customer bonding triangle; in on-line
services it is, for example, essential to remember that users’ on-line time is valuable. The
three key aspects of appropriate technical service are presented in the technical
infrastructure triangle in Figure 1. Speed and reliability are at the core of the technical
infrastructure; without it a service cannot be delivered in a consistent and appropriate
way and therefore cannot provide value. This is equally the case be the service provider
a bank using cash machines or a mail order service or an Internet-based service
provider like Yahoo or eBay. Yahoo (www.yahoo.com/) is a good example of a speedy
and reliable Web site. The company balances the trade off between new technical
possibilities with the issue of speed. For example it does not make heavy use of
client-side technology such as Java that would slow down the usage of its service. On
the other hand Ebay (www.ebay.com/) has had to shut down its worldwide network for
a few hours each week for technical maintenance; while this was sometimes during the
night on the US east coast, it was a prime shopping time in Europe. To be valued,
technical infrastructure has to be used by staff and/or customers; the inter-networked
infrastructure of the Internet enables customers more than ever before to be able to help
themselves (Seybold and Marshak, 1998: Sterne, 2000). But in turn this puts more
emphasis on service accessibility and ease of use. While speed and reliability focuses on
the design of the technology, accessibility focuses on the design of the user interface.



Both aspects are important in the design of the technical infrastructure of a service. The
more sophisticated the technology is, the more possibilities it offers and with the
Internet one particular aspect of this is the possibility of increased customisation of the
service offering (Pine and Gilmore, 1999: Peppers and Rogers, 1994). History shows us
that the drive for efficiency and in particular cost reduction, leads to organisations
providing the same service to as many customers as possible, 1.e. mass production (Pine
and Gilmore, 1999). The trade-off has been a decline in effectiveness as the individually
perceived value of the service offering varies among customers. Improved technology
allows the best of both worlds; efficiency and effectiveness becomes possible by treating
many customers as individuals at the same time. By providing interactive technology,
the technical infrastructure enables mass-customisation of products and services. The
technical infrastructure can provide the capabilities to ensure that customers can
become co-creators (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2000). A good user interface is still the
most challenging task for every Web site. Even Yahoo who to a certain degree invented
the standard way of navigating on-line catalogues have not found a way of integrating
advertisements without interfering with a clear navigation structure. Amazon, however,
has managed its interface well. Even thought it may seem that the site does not follow a
consistent navigation structure, the user finds everything on the site. It is a good
example of an integration that has successfully set a standard that competitors such as
Buy.com (www.buy.com/) and Jungle.com (http://jungle.co.uk/) adopted.

The final part of the framework is the value of the service. The service value
triangle is linked to the other elements of the proposed framework by accessibility and
the responsibility for interaction. The core of the service value triangle is a service’'s
potential for delivering solutions (Schwarz, 1999). In order to create value, the service
has to be accessible to the customer, otherwise it has the potential to deliver a solution
but the customer is unable to receive it. Another aspect of the service value triangle is a
service provider’s responsibility for his customers’ interaction related to the service
offering. Again if the service provider does not understand the importance of this, the
service is unlikely to deliver value in practice. This interaction requires the service
provider to communicate with the customer to identify what his needs are, which
obviously includes a degree of subjectivity and therefore there is room for complexity
and misrepresentation. The potential for delivering solutions is related to customer
satisfaction. Here the dominant conceptual model in measuring customer satisfaction
is the disconfirmation of expectations model (Kristensen ef al, 1999, p. 602) where
“customer satisfaction is an evaluative response of the product purchase and
consumption experience resulting from a comparison of what was expected and what
is received”; it is often something that you return to once you have experienced it.
Google (www.google.com/) and Ebay are obvious examples. A user can find nearly any
product on Ebay and any type of information on Google. Many special interest
communities have the problem that they offer solutions in a long-time basis. These
communities develop a small core of users that stick to the service but may not be
attractive to new users.

The Internet community bonding framework

The power encapsulated in the community bonding framework comes from the
interrelationship of service value with technical infrastructure and interactivity
between participants. Perceived service value will always involve a high degree of
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subjectivity and depends upon the perception of each individual but is always related
to the potential for delivering solutions to customers’ problems. Critical to this
cumulative triangle is the concept of fit, both among the elements within each triangle
and how they fit with each other. In order to increase community bonding, all elements
have to be tightly integrated to function as a whole (Miles and Snow, 1984). For
example, in order to receive a solution, a customer has to be able to access and interact
with the service provider; these elements have to fit together for any service value to be
transmitted. Similarly with the technical infrastructure, it has to be reliable, accessible
and needs to deliver some kind of interactivity to enable community bonding. Fit at
this level has to be reflected by fit at the higher level. Without a proper technical
infrastructure a service simply can’t deliver value and without interaction it is
impossible for a service provider to reach their targeted customer group effectively.
Therefore fit between the three elements of content, communication and structure is the
foundation upon which such community bonding can be built. In a fast moving
environment it is clearly an advantage to adjust quickly and early but most important
is combining speed with appropriateness. In particular the ability to incorporate
flexibility into the system is likely to help develop a better community understanding.

Any community organiser has responsibility to the participants and in an Internet
community that is all the more important where issues of financial and information
security are paramount. As such the most important barrier to Internet commerce has
been the threat of computer security. Increasingly measures are available to
community organisers to support the security perception of their users. Methods such
as digital certificates which act as an electronic credit card and establishes the
credentials for doing business buttress a sense of security which can be further
enhanced with the use of names and passwords. Similarly, secure socket layers (SSL)
encrypts data in transit and has become a critical tool in e-commerce transactions. It
should, however, be mentioned that this will be of most importance for communities
developed for commercial purposes such that financial transactions are frequent and
part of the reason for involvement, as such the security of such transactions would
impact upon the importance of the technical infrastructure and the service value in
terms of delivering reliable solutions.

The case of macnews.de

The customer bonding triangle and on-line community framework was shaped by the
development of macnews.de. It should, however, be applicable to any service
organisation that relies on technology. An important advantage of the proposed
framework is that a service provider can see what is important in the future while
developing the service community in the present. For example, while the responsibility
for interaction is important to consider from the very beginning of an on-line
community, how this interaction between the organisation and the community
participants will happen has to be developed over time. To motivate participants to
communicate and to interact there has to be something that motivates them to do so, as
without a clearly defined subject and some “substance”, i.e. specific information and
news, users will not see a reason to be involved. Macnews.de was founded in 1997 and
is now the leader in the German market of Macintosh-related information services.
With 2,300,000 page views per month and a monthly growth rate of 10 percent,
macnews.de is far ahead of its main competitors. Some of this success has been clearly



related to issues developed in the customer bonding triangle. Macnews.de operates in a
very narrow market and whereas Apple achieved some success in the home and
educational market elsewhere, in Germany it is most closely linked to professional
publishing and graphics, i.e. a well-defined if small community. While this situation is
limiting in terms of customer expansion, it also means that macnews.de as the
community organiser understands its market segment well and is able to adjust the
service quickly. Another key success factor has been the involvement of the customer
base. They are shown to be open to new ideas related to an on-line-community such
that macnews.de have been able to test new service elements quickly in co-operation
with the audience. The customer base is, however, highly critical and expects a
relationship with the service provider based on trust. The three key aspects offered by
macnews.de as a community organiser can be summarised as content, communication
and added value services.

The content is built around the publication of news about Macintosh computers.
Several editors are responsible for researching the latest developments in the industry
and these news stories are the starting point both of the communication and added
value services. Additionally product tests, stock quotes, new version lists etc. are
accessible from the Web site, while another area provides the discussion, gossip etc.
around further developments of Apple and the whole industry. Finally “Specials” is an
area where detailed reports about exhibitions, new products etc. are described and
discussed in detail.

Based on the content provided by the staff of macnews.de a community of
involvement has been built. A community bulletin board, “Forum” enables every
participant to publish an opinion, question or statement that can start a discussion
among users. Contributions of other users may be commented upon, while a real-time
chat system enables users to communicate and discuss issues with one another.
Mailing lists and a collection of newsgroup contributions complete the
communications facilities of macnews.de. It is possible for users to comment on
every element of content created by the editors of the company, thus ensuring the
customer to business communication important to developing the community.
Controversial news and special reports often lead to a large number of responses from
users. Using a feature called “Talkback” editors gather feedback from users which
enables them to understand which elements foster communication between
participants and which do not. Additionally contentious items can lead to the
opening of a new thread in the community bulletin board, which often means
information as well as comments are being passed from the user to the editor. A “buy
and sell” area allows users to trade used Macintosh-related products which often leads
to increased communication between participants.

An exploratory empirical study

The aim of our initial study was to test the idea of the customer bonding triangle. In its
diagrammatic form it is useful as a conceptual way of linking what we believe are three
key elements of on-line communities. For the purposes of the research we developed
questions related to the three elements and their components using a framework based on
an approach developed by Kano ef al (1984) and further exemplified by Sauerwien et al
(1996) and Berger ef al (1993) who give extensive guidance on how to construct the
questionnaire. For the purposes of explanation, one element of importance to this study is
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Figure 2.

Functional and
dysfunctional questions in
a Kano questionnaire

Figure 3.
Kano evaluation table

that for each feature a pair of questions is formulated to which the customer can answer in
one of five different ways. The first question concerns the reaction of the customer if the
feature is present (functional form of question) the second concerns the reaction if the
product does not have the feature (dysfunctional form of question) (see Figure 2).

By combining the two answers (see Figure 3), the features of the product or service
can be classified. The analysis of Figure 3 enables the identification of different
categories of requirements (A, M, R, O, I and Q) which are:

« A: Attractive: these features create satisfaction if they exist, but no
dissatisfaction if they don't exist.

* M: Must-be: these features create no dissatisfaction if they exist, but
dissatisfaction if they don’t exist.

* R: Reverse: not only is this not wanted but it creates dissatisfaction if present.

* O: One dimensional: satisfaction increases with degree of fulfilment. Non
fulfilment leads to dissatisfaction.

* [ Indifferent: this means that the customer is indifferent to this feature.

Functional form of questions

v

If macnews.de contains links to external 1. Tlike it that way
information providers, what do you think 2. It must be that way
about that? 3. Iamneutral
4. Ican live with it that way
5. I dislike it that way
If macnews.de does not contain links to 1. 1like it that way
external information providers, what do 2. It must be that way
you think about that? 3. Iam neutral
4. Ican live with it that way
5. 1dislike it that way
Dysfunctional form of question ?
Customer —» Dysfunctional (negative) question
Requirements ¢
1. like | 2. must-be | 3.neutral | 4.live with 5. dislike
Functional 1. like Q A A A o
(positive) 2. must-be R 1 I I M
question 3. neutral R I I I M
4. live with R I I I M
5. dislike R R R R Q
Requirement is...
A: attractive O: One-dimensional
M: must-be Q: Questionable

R: Reverse 1. Indifferent



o Q- this stands for a questionable result. Questionable scores signify that the
question was phrased incorrectly or that the person interviewed misunderstood
the question. Anything above 2 percent invalidates the question.

We felt that this approach was useful for our interest because it identifies levels of
importance and satisfaction and recognises which attributes may be essential in the
eyes of the participants. In order to identify the perceived value that participants
connect with the service, it is necessary to study the differences between what will
produce a satisfactory community and what will produce dissatisfaction. The idea that
non-satisfaction does not automatically equal dissatisfaction was developed by
Herzberg et al. (1959) and transferred into the customer satisfaction realm by Kano et al.
(1984). Its importance here is that we aim to develop which areas of the consumer
bonding triangle are critical to the development of satisfaction in a community and
which operate at the level of needing to be present but not contributing to overall
satisfaction.

Method

Initially 15 questions were identified from two sources. These were a group discussion
among employees of macnews.de and on-line participants in a pre-test forum where
areas of importance related to the three elements outlined in the customer bonding
triangle were discussed. Each of the 15 questions was developed in both functional and
dysfunctional form. They were aimed at evaluating specific aspects of the service but
in an indirect approach, therefore rather than asking “Do you think it is important if the
technical infrastructure is fast and reliable” we asked indirect questions that are
assumed to be connected to the related aspect of the framework, e.g. “ If the amount of
news on the home page was decreased to speed up loading, how would you feel about
it?” Additional questions were asked to distinguish results into different user-profiles,
these were non-compulsory, as were a further three demographic questions, age,
gender and main use of computer, 1.e. private, business or both. The questionnaire was
delivered in German, and it went on-line on Monday, 7 August 2000. It was ended on 20
August 2000 with 5,121 answers of which 4,229 (80.9 percent) could be used for further
analysis. The 15 questions are shown in Figure 4, identifying which part of the
customer bonding triangle each was related to.

We have only shown the functional questions here and please also note that these
have been directly translated from the German. A pre-test was carried out during a
four-day period during August 2000. The questionnaire was brought on-line on a
separate Web page at the macnews.de Web site. Within the time frame it was
communicated to participants twice in the news section of the site. Additionally a
reminder was permanently visible at the right side of the main news page from the fifth
day. In order to motivate potential participants, prizes in hardware and software were
offered. Participants were not required to fill in their postal address, instead a valid
e-mail address was asked for to inform winners. This together with the
non-compulsory nature of the additional questions was aimed at improving the trust
between participants and the researchers.

Results
The collected data were stored in a SQL database. The data were analysed according to
the logic of the Kano Model outlined in Figure 2 and are summarised in Table I. This
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Figure 4.

Relationships between
questionnaire and
customer bonding triangle
elements

Questions (only functional questions shown) Element of the Customer

Bonding Triangle
Framework

1. If mac.news contains links to external

information relevant to mac users what would you

think about that?

2. If content from other providers (e.g.

Versiontracker) is included into the service of

macnews.de, what do you think about that?

3. If you could buy the products that appear in

mac.news directly online, what would you think

about that?

4. If editors of macnews.de would participate in chat

rooms at certain times, what would you think about

it?

5. If you could comment on the content of

macnews.de (e.g. news, tests, reports) what would

you think about that?

6. If mac.news was permanently accessible, what

would you think about that?

7.If the amount of news on the home page was

decreased to speed up loading, how would you

feel about it?

8. If the length of the news on the start page were

shortened (the full news appearing on an additional

sub-page) to speed up the loading, what would you

think about this?

9. If editors of mac.news.de delete comments that

are offensive, what do you think about this?

10. If nobody knows your identity while you are

publishing comments, what do you think about this?

11. If your identity was completely anonymous

while publishing comments, how would you feel

about that?

12. If you can customise the content of macnews.de

according to your own preferences, what do you

think about that?

13. If you were be offered a web based e-mail

account (similar to hotmail) with the address of

@mcnews.de, what would you think about that?

14. If you could customise the appearance of

macnews.de, how would you think about that?

15. If you can customise the amount of news

on the start page, how would you think about that?

Potential for delivering
solutions (S)

Foster Interaction (I)

Speed and Reliability (T)

Accessibility
(ease of use) (S:T)

Responsibility for Interaction
(S:)

Personalisation (T:I)

shows the seven key areas where the features were considered attractive or must-be
requirements. In the remaining eight features, as identified in the questionnaire, the
level of response put them into the indifferent category. The customer satisfaction
co-efficient showed that most of the features outlined did not lead to significant
satisfaction; they did not lead to dissatisfaction either. Thus Table I summarises key
features and relates them directly to the framework category. Perhaps the most
noteworthy result for the purposes of developing the framework is that the technical
infrastructure is not something participants were concerned with. We suggest that
these may reflect an assumption that if the technical infrastructure is working fine then
people will be indifferent to it. It is important to note, however, that if it is not working
well it may lead to dissatisfaction.



Question (only functional
questions shown) A% O% M% I%* Framework category CS(+) CS(—)

1. If mac.news contains links

to external information

relevant to mac users what S: potential for

do you think about that?  29.94 1891 29.05 22.09 delivering solutions 0.49 0.48
2. If content from other

providers (e.g.

Versiontracker) is included

into the service of

macnews.de, what do you S: potential for

think about that? 41.71 1493 6.39 36.97 delivering solutions 0.57 0.21
3. If you could buy the

products that appear in

mac.news directly on-line,

how do you think about S: potential for

that? 4174 834 217 4776 delivering solutions 0.50 0.11
4. If editors of macnews.de

would participate in chat

rooms at certain times,

what would you think

about it? 4426 524 107 4943 I foster interaction 0.50 0.06
9. If editors of macnews.de

delete comments that are

offensive, what do you S;I: responsibility for

think about this? 9.63 21.38 4041 2858 interaction 0.31 0.62

12. If you can customise the

content of macnews.de

according to your own

preferences, what do you

think about that? 5793 394 0.37 37.76 T:I: personalisation 0.62 0.04

15. If you can customise the

amount of news displayed

on the start page, how

would you think about

that? 4980 258 0.61 47.01 T;I: personalisation 0.52 0.03

Note: “Where figures do not add up to 100 percent this is owing to additional reverse and questionable
answers which have not been included here but were small and questionable below 2 percent
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Table 1.
Key results from
questionnaire

Discussion

We believe that the technical infrastructure element of the framework is crucial for
success but is perceived as a “backroom” function. Currently new users are likely to
assess alternative on-line communities by the efficiency of the technical infrastructure
but once you become a regular user, an effective technical infrastructure does not
necessarily add to satisfaction, although if not working it could lead to dissatisfaction.
Empirical research that compared different providers might highlight the technical
infrastructure as being of greater importance if some performed better than others.
Secondly, in due course, certain key aspects of the present framework may become
standard, for example, speed and reliability or personalisation capabilities, and
therefore the focus of the customer bonding triangle would need to change to
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accommodate such customer perceived standardisation. It is worth noting, however,
that non-electronic service industries, while aware of the need for reliability or good
customer service, do not necessarily deliver these consistently. Our respondents were
relatively homogeneous and few major differences were recognised between
participants; this may be a feature of some on-line communities more than others
but is an area that could be investigated further. The nature of those features which are
attractive or must-be seemed in this study to focus much more upon the key areas of
delivering solutions and personalisation. Again this may be a feature of the nature of
the specialised respondents or it could be related to the nature of this type of
community. Further work is required to identify differences among communities.

Conclusions and recommendations for further research

The emergence of different types of on-line communities will continue. While many of
these are likely to reflect existing business mindsets which have simply been
transferred to a different medium, there are real opportunities for on-line organisers to
help in the development of communities with the potential for benefits for all
stakeholders. Such communities will develop networks of relationships and
conversations, so taking the traditional relationship marketing dyad forward with a
more favourable and equitable power balance.

The customer bonding triangle is, we believe, a useful instrument for
conceptualising the nature of requirements for on-line communities. Such
communities offer useful sources of information for customers, users and the on-line
organiser and may themselves become a force to be reckoned with. It is therefore
important to create, run and develop these in an appropriate and useful way for the
mutual benefit of participants. Understanding the technical, interactive and service
requirements as a whole should produce better communities with more involved
participants. We see the need for further empirical research, not only to test the
framework but possibly more importantly to consider how it might develop over time
and incorporate changes in the community nature, structure and expectations as
suggested above. Therefore it is essential to build in a longitudinal aspect to this
research. The three main strands of our future empirical research include:

+ The establishment of an on-line community panel with a view to understanding
better how participants within the community are talking to one another and the
community organiser.

+ An attempt to identify different user profiles using behavioural as well as
demographic variables. Already characteristics of usage occasions have been
presented as a credible way to understand individuals’ interactions with Internet
sites although this work does not specifically address the concept of communities
(Rozanski et al., 2001).

* The development of questionnaires built on the theoretical framework for use
with other communities.

+ The development of the customer bonding triangle to incorporate the differences
between satisfaction and non-satisfaction as highlighted by the indifference to
the technical infrastructure questions.

It is hoped that from this research we can build on the initial framework presented here
to augment our understanding of developing customer loyalty and service quality



among on-line communities and organisations serving them. It is likely to be much
more important to try to learn how such communities are giving and receiving benefits
among one another than to measure this quantitatively. While we do not expect
community bonding to be applicable in every marketing exchange or situation, and
clearly the Internet has special characteristics which encourage the formation of
communities, there is nevertheless great potential for creating new marketing
approaches through a better understanding of the positive aspects of community
bonding and responding to the needs of participants in those communities.
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