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Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) often lack the resources to compete with larger 

competitors through traditional marketing channels, mandating the need for SMEs to 

leverage unconventional tools in their marketing toolkit. One of such tools are Online Brand 

Communities (OBCs), which offer SMEs a cost-effective approach to cultivating Online 

Brand Advocacy (OBA) – experienced, purposeful, positive, and non-incentivised online 

brand messaging. 

 

This study synthesises existing OBC literature and applies it to the SME context through a 

qualitative interview study of experienced SME practitioners. The primary objective of the 

study is to explore how SMEs can in practice leverage company-managed OBCs to cultivate 

OBA, and whether SMEs possess concrete advantages in doing so. 

 

The findings of the study align with the OBA-creating mechanism of SME-managed OBCs 

with prior OBC literature: A range of drivers bring members into OBCs and fuel their 

engagement – the psychological engine sustaining communities in the long-term. 

Engagement manifests as community sustaining behaviour ranging from passive 

participation and social interaction to self-governance. These types of community action 

build inter-community relationships, which strengthen engagement, and in the context of 

consumer-brand relationships, fuel pro-brand behaviour such as OBA. 

 

The effectiveness of this mechanism, however, depends on the type of OBC. Consumer-

managed communities benefit from higher perceived authenticity and intimacy than their 

company-managed counterparts, making them more efficient at influencing the brand image 

at the cost of brand control. By balancing control with their inherently greater levels of 

authenticity and intimacy, SMEs can mimic the efficiency of such consumer-managed 

communities, building the types of OBCs larger companies cannot.  
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Pienet ja keskisuuret yritykset (pk-yritykset) kärsivät usein resurssipulasta, eivätkä täten 

pysty aina haastamaan suurempia kilpailijoitaan perinteisillä markkinointikanavilla vaan 

joutuvat usein turvautumaan epätavanomaisiin työkaluihin. Eräs tällainen työkalu ovat 

verkkobrändiyhteisöt (OBC), jotka tarjoavat pk-yrityksille kustannustehokkaan tavan luoda 

verkkopohjaista brändin puolestapuhujuutta (OBA) – kokemuspohjaista, tarkoitusperäistä, 

positiivista ja kannusteetonta viestintää brändin puolesta verkossa. 

 

Tämä tutkielma syntetisoi nykyistä OBC-kirjallisuutta, ja soveltaa sen pk-yritysten 

kontekstiin laadullisen yhteisöjohtamisen ammattilaisiin keskittyvän haastattelututkimuksen 

avulla. Tutkimuksen päätavoitteena on kartoittaa kuinka pk-yritykset voivat käytännössä 

hyödyntää verkkobrändiyhteisöjä brändin puolestapuhujuuden luomiseksi, ja mikäli pk-

yrityksillä on konkreettisia kilpailuvaltteja tässä prosessissa. 

 

Tutkimustulokset tukevat aikaisemman OBC-kirjallisuuden teorioimia yhteisönsisäisiä 

mekanismeja: erilaiset ajurit tuovat kuluttajia verkkobrändiyhteisöihin ja ruokkivat 

sitoutumista (engagement) – psykologista moottoria yhteisöjen taustalla. Sitoutuminen 

ilmenee käytännössä yhteisöä ylläpitävänä toimintana aina passiivisesta osallistumisesta 

sosiaaliseen kanssakäymiseen ja yhteisön hallintaan. Säännöllinen yhteisötoiminta kasvattaa 

yhteisön sisäisiä suhteita, vahvistaen sitoutumista, ja kuluttaja-brändi-suhteiden tapauksessa 

ruokkien brändille edullista toimintaa, mukaan lukien puolestapuhujuutta. 

 

Näiden yhteisönsisäisten mekanismien tehokkuuteen vaikuttaa merkittävästi yhteisön 

tyyppi. Kuluttajayhteisöt nauttivat voimakkaammin koetusta autenttisuudesta ja 

läheisyydestä verrattuina yritysjohtoisiin yhteisöihin, kasvattaen niiden vaikutusvaltaa 

brändikuvan luomisessa suoran brändin kontrollin hinnalla. Tasapainottamalla kontrollin 

itselleen ominaisten autenttisuuden ja läheisyyden kanssa, pk-yritykset voivat jäljitellä 

kuluttajayhteisöiden tehokkuutta, rakentaen verkkobrändiyhteisöjä, jollaisiin suuremmat 

kilpailijat eivät kykene.   
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1 INTRODUCTION 

One of the greatest marketing challenges small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) face 

are the limitations in their financial resources. Unlike larger companies that can consistently 

rely on traditional, high-cost marketing channels, many SMEs are restricted by their lean 

budgets. However, the continuing digital transformation has levelled the playing field by 

providing companies of all sizes with new data-driven, cost-effective marketing tools that 

go beyond the possibilities of conventional marketing tactics. (Laila et al., 2024) 

One of such tools are the brand-centric online communities, either purpose-built by brands 

or born of consumer initiative. These online brand communities (OBCs) provide platforms 

for enthusiasts of a brand to interact with each other and the brand – sharing knowledge, 

experiences, and emotions – co-creating brand value in the process. (Pedeliento et al., 2020) 

Driven by such consumer-brand engagement (CBE), OBC members may even take 

spontaneous action in direct support of the brand in and outside the confines of the 

community – a practice referred to as online brand advocacy (OBA) (Kichwarajarukul et al., 

2024; Wilk et al., 2021). 

As OBCs and OBA are largely consumer-driven, and the primary direct costs relate to 

running a community management function rather than paid promotion, they offer resource-

limited SMEs a particularly cost-effective marketing opportunity. This potential, however, 

is not automatic. OBCs require sustained long-term effort from the company as the 

communities and their internal dynamics must be actively supported to minimise the risk of 

them losing momentum or drifting off course. At the same time, SMEs may possess some 

unique advantages when it comes to fuelling OBA through OBC-management. 

1.1 Research Objectives 

In terms of managerial implications, the main objective of this research is to synthesise the 

most influential literature written on the topic of OBCs and OBA, apply it to the SME context 

through an exploratory interview study, and ultimately produce a practical guide, informed 

by both theory and empirical findings, for SMEs. The guide – comprising of best practices, 
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pitfalls, strategies, and more – aims to offer a solid foundation for practitioners seeking to 

build or employ OBCs as marketing tools for their SMEs. 

When it comes to the theoretical perspective, the prior research on the topic of OBCs is 

rarely written from the viewpoint of resource-limited SMEs. The few papers that exist in this 

niche, however, indicate the existence of concrete competitive advantage SMEs possess over 

their larger, corporate counterparts. Through the SME-focused interview study, this research 

aims to uncover and explore those SME-specific OBC and OBA dynamics that have been 

largely ignored by the prior literature, providing both practical and theoretical implications, 

and potentially opening new avenues for future research. 

Finally, personal motivations have also played a part in the choice of topic. I, the author, 

have first-hand experience of working for a resource-limited start up with aspirations to 

employ OBCs in its marketing, and this background has shaped the purpose of the study. 

This personal connection has given insight into the practical relevance of the topic, as well 

as provided a source of motivation for its academic and systematic exploration. 

1.2 Literature Review 

The following literature review summarises the main topics discussed more in-depth in the 

later Chapter 2. This look into the prior literature frames the current gap in SME-specific 

observations, and provides the basis for the main theoretical framework of the thesis. 

1.2.1 Online Communities 

Online communities emerged as a result of the development of early internet communication 

tools. Preece et al. (2003) define them as “groups of people who interact in virtual 

environments”. Authors such as Resca & Tozzi (2013) have criticised their status as true 

communities, arguing that they lack the characteristics of traditional, physical communities. 

To help with the classification of online communities, a widely cited paper by Muniz & 

O’Guinn (2001) lays down a list of qualifications; an online community needs to exhibit a 

consciousness of a kind, shared rituals and traditions, and a moral responsibility towards the 
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community and its members. Instead of deeply rooted culture and geographical boundaries, 

engagement and participation in online communities is driven by the intrinsic and extrinsic 

motivations of the community members. (Malinen, 2015) 

Engagement is a psychological state which manifests as the community members’ 

motivation to contribute in an online community. (Ray et al., 2014) Engaged community 

members participate in a range of community sustaining activities (referred to as community 

action in this thesis) such as social interaction, knowledge collaboration, and community 

maintenance. (Butler, 2001; Faraj et al., 2011; Malinen, 2015) Sustained community action 

builds a community’s internal relationships, reinforcing engagement and participation, and 

resulting in a self-reinforcing cycle maintaining the long-term health of an online 

community. (Ancillai et al., 2025; Faraj et al., 2011) 

Such sustainability requires the community achieving its critical mass – a scale at which 

messages by community members consistently receive responses instead of going unnoticed 

(Dover & Kelman, 2018). Instead of pure activity numbers, Raban et al. (2010) found this 

threshold to be influenced strongly by qualitative factors such as the heterogeneity of the 

members and the quality of the interactions between them. High membership numbers are 

not exclusively a positive for online communities, as larger communities may grow 

overwhelming and their interpersonal connections weaken.  

Due to their flexible nature, shifts in online community memberships, values, and 

participation patterns are natural. Communities that are able to adapt to these changes 

without diminishing activity thrive long-term. (Faraj et al., 2011) 

1.2.2 Online Brand Communities 

OBCs expand the dynamics of online communities with the inclusion of products, brands, 

and companies. Community managers represent their companies and guide the communities 

towards set goals. (McAlexander et al., 2002) OBCs, like any other online communities, 

have their internal rituals, traditions, norms, values, and symbols (Brogi, 2014; Zaglia, 

2013). 
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The ownership of OBCs affects their internal dynamics. Company-managed OBCs often 

exercise stricter moderation and control, whereas consumer-run OBCs exist outside the 

direct control of the brand and are thus perceived by consumers as more altruistic and 

authentic in nature. As this perceived authenticity positively affects community drivers and 

engagement, company-managed OBCs are encouraged to adopt a less dominant approach to 

community management. (Lee et al., 2010; Pedeliento et al., 2020) 

In addition to regular online community drivers, a major motivator leading consumers to 

join OBCs is the level of personal attachment and connection with the central brand (Brogi, 

2014; Martínez-López et al., 2021). Self-expansion theory can be used to explain this 

behaviour, as consumers seek to expand their identity through the inclusion of brands and 

their values (Sohail, 2022). Furthermore, functional drivers also draw consumers towards 

OBCs, as devoted communities share a vast knowledge base on the brand and its products, 

and can co-operatively solve issues of help-seeking consumers. (Wirtz et al., 2013) 

The presence of a brand introduces an additional dimension of engagement to OBCs. 

Consumer-brand engagement (CBE) draws community members closer to the brand, while 

simultaneously motivating active participation and community-sustaining activities. 

(Amoah et al., 2022; Hollebeek et al., 2014) Engagement in OBCs not only predicts active 

participation – just as in regular online communities – but also pro-brand behaviour (Brodie 

et al., 2013; Martínez-López et al., 2021; Paruthi et al., 2022; Wirtz et al., 2013). 

OBCs exhibit the same community sustaining actions as regular online communities, as well 

as brand-specific behaviours such as UGC and the co-creation of the brand (Naeem & 

Okafor, 2019; Wirtz et al., 2013). Brand-related community actions include impression 

management and the sharing of brand use practices. (Schau et al., 2009) Community action 

builds shared culture, and similarly to regular online communities, strengthens the internal 

relationships of the OBC – both between OBC members and between members and the brand 

(Schembri & Latimer, 2016; Yunus et al., 2024). 

Trust is the strongest predictor of brand loyalty in OBCs (Anaya-Sánchez et al., 2020; 

Martínez-López et al., 2021), with loyalty developing through sustained community action 

and shared culture (Schembri & Latimer, 2016). Distinct from brand trust and loyalty, brand 

love – a long-term consumer-brand relationship with cognitive, emotional, and behavioural 
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dimensions – emerges from sustained consumer-brand engagement (Paruthi et al., 2022). 

The stronger these relationships are, the more likely consumers are to express pro-brand 

behaviour inside and outside the OBC (Martínez-López et al., 2021; Yunus et al., 2024). 

Pro-brand behaviour (referred to as brand action in this thesis) is driven by engagement (Ray 

et al., 2014; Wirtz et al., 2013) and inter-community relationship strength (Anaya-Sánchez 

et al., 2020; Martínez-López et al., 2021; Yunus et al., 2024), and directly elevates brand 

value (Paruthi et al., 2022; Schau et al., 2009; Schembri & Latimer, 2016). Brand action and 

community action overlap, but are distinct; not all community sustaining behaviour benefits 

the brand (Martínez-López et al., 2021). 

User-Generated Content (UGC) encapsulates both brand-related and non-brand-related 

original content published by enthusiasts of a brand. Most types of community and brand 

action in OBCs falls under these two forms of UGC. (Naeem & Okafor, 2019) 

Different forms of OBA, such as the spreading of positive WOM about the brand, are the 

most prominently explored ways in which brand action manifests (Martínez-López et al., 

2021; Schau et al., 2009; Schembri & Latimer, 2016; Wirtz et al., 2013; Yunus et al., 2024). 

1.2.3 Online Brand Advocacy 

OBA is supportive, purposeful, non-incentivised, and experienced pro-brand behaviour. It is 

distinct from brand loyalty, which can exists without behavioural displayed through OBA. 

(Wilk et al., 2021, 2019, 2018) On the other hand, OBA is driven by elevated consumer-

brand relationship, including the level of brand loyalty. Brand trust and love also predict 

OBA behaviour. (Kichwarajarukul et al., 2024; Wilk et al., 2021, 2019; Wong, 2023) OBA 

literature also highlights the importance of engagement as a driving force behind OBA in 

OBCs (Wilk et al., 2018; Wong, 2023). 

OBA can manifest in a range of different forms. Wilk et al. (2019) list four major types of 

OBA behaviour: brand defence, brand information sharing, brand positivity, and virtual 

positive expression. This classification is supported by the findings of authors such as 

Cheung and To (2024), Wong (2023), and Kichwarajarukul et al. (2024), with all OBA 

actions revolving around spontaneous positive messaging in favour of the brand. 
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Both brand and community level outcomes follow OBA. OBA is widely recognised to boost 

brand loyalty, purchase intentions, as well as brand visibility. (Cheung & To, 2024; Wilk et 

al., 2021; Wong, 2023) Within OBCs, OBA contributes towards active participation, 

signalling a healthy community-brand relationship (Wong, 2023). 

1.2.4 OBCs in SME Context 

A definitive gap in current academic literature exists around the topic of OBC utilisation 

from an SME viewpoint (Laila et al., 2024), especially focusing on OBA. However, few 

papers discussing OBCs in the context of SMEs do exist (Table 1), with some even 

discussing practical managerial implications. 

Table 1: An overview of papers explicitly discussing OBCs from the SME viewpoint. 

Year Author(s) Title Findings 

2011 Wang et 

al. 

How to Build up Company-

Managed Online Brand 

Community to Implement 

SMEs Branding? Inspirations 

from Empirical Investigation 

OBCs enable low-cost brand 

building and co-creation for 

SMEs. Open atmospheres are 

crucial for early OBCs. Involving 

key figures in OBCs helps. 

2014 Rezaei & 

Heinze 

SME Competitiveness through 

Online Brand Communities: 

An Exploration of Brand 

Loyalty 

OBCs are underutilised by SMEs. 

Information quality, social 

influence, and engagement build 

loyalty. 

2018 Wang et 

al. 

The Impact Factors and 

Consequences of Members' 

Participation in SME-Managed 

Online Brand Community 

Openness strongly predicts 

participation. Member retention is 

a key challenge in creating self-

sustainment for SMEs. 

2025 Mojumder Brand Attributes, Online 

Communities, and SME Brand 

Performance: A Research 

Analysis 

No empirical study. OBCs present 

a low-cost, high-impact 

engagement strategy for SMEs – 

boost brand awareness, 

recognition, and loyalty. 

 

The low-cost, high-efficiency potential of OBCs is recognised by authors such as Dholakia 

and Vianello (2009) and Wang et al. (2018, 2011). SMEs have been found to build extensive 

brand awareness and loyalty, co-create products and services with consumers, and strengthen 
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brand identity through the utilisation of OBCs. OBCs can also help by outsourcing customer 

service duties to keen, knowledgeable community members. 

SMEs looking to utilise OBCs are often in a position where they need to build those 

companies from the ground up, resulting in many challenges linked to the sustainment of 

small-scale communities (Dholakia & Vianello, 2009; Wang et al., 2018). To build the 

desired OBC culture companies may need stricter initial control resulting in lower levels of 

perceived authenticity (Wang et al., 2018). 

On the other hand, OBCs managed by SMEs are often perceived by consumers as more 

authentic (Eggers et al., 2013; Mojumder, 2025) and more approachable, with the inclusion 

of key company figures in active conversations lowering the barriers of participation (Wang 

et al., 2011). To emulate the dynamics of consumer-run OBCs, an open atmosphere with 

possibilities for social interaction are important for early activity (Wang et al., 2018, 2011). 

1.3 Theoretical Framework 

This literature review informs the central theoretical framework of the thesis. By focusing 

on the verified internal mechanics of OBCs, from community drivers to pro-brand behaviour 

such as OBA, the following framework (Figure 1) was formed: 

 

Figure 1: The theoretical framework depicts the process of transforming regular consumers 

into invaluable brand advocates through the internal dynamics of OBCs. 
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The above framework starts with consumers joining OBCs motivated by a range of different 

brand-related, social, and functional drivers (Wirtz et al., 2013). This aligns with self-

expansion theory, suggesting that consumers seek to extend their sense of self by including 

in it brands and their communities (Sohail, 2022). 

Engagement, fuelled by these drivers is the central psychological engine sustaining OBCs, 

manifesting as community action (Brodie et al., 2013; Martínez-López et al., 2021). 

Sustained community action strengthens the internal relationships of an OBC, which both 

further fuel engagement resulting in a self-reinforcing loop (Brodie et al., 2013; Paruthi et 

al., 2022) as well as motivate OBC members to participate in brand action (Anaya-Sánchez 

et al., 2020; Martínez-López et al., 2021; Paruthi et al., 2022), including OBA in and outside 

the OBC (Kichwarajarukul et al., 2024; Wilk et al., 2021; Wong, 2023). 

A distinct advantage of SMEs is their higher level of perceived authenticity, which brings 

the dynamics of OBCs managed by them closer to those of consumer-run OBCs (Eggers et 

al., 2013; Mojumder, 2025). This effect strengthens the OBC-to-OBA process, with the 

higher perceived authenticity providing SMEs a potential edge over larger companies when 

it comes to OBC management, as long as those SMEs do not harm the OBC dynamics with 

overly controlling management practices (Dholakia & Vianello, 2009). 

1.4 Definitions 

Before introducing the research questions, clear definitions for some of the concepts and 

term utilised in the theoretical framework need to be provided: 

Authenticity: A term used in this thesis to describe a quality especially prominent in small 

and medium-sized enterprises. Eggers et al. (2013) define authenticity of a company or a 

brand – also referred to as brand authenticity – as the level in which its actions reflect its 

core values and promises. 

Community Action: Encapsulating a wide range of actions, this umbrella term was created 

for this thesis to represent any form of member-initiated, community-sustaining behaviour. 
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Brand Action: Similar to community action, and in fact often overlapping with it, this 

comprises of OBC member behaviour in direct support of the brand. 

1.5 Research Questions 

To explore the OBA-creation process of SME-managed OBCs presented in the theoretical 

framework the following main research question was formed: 

MRQ: How can SMEs leverage Online Brand Communities (OBCs) to foster Online Brand 

Advocacy (OBA)? 

To further break down the internal OBA-cultivation mechanism of SME-managed OBCs, 

the main research question can be divided into three sub-questions. The first one explores 

the drivers behind OBA from an SME viewpoint, the second one aims to find avenues to 

long-term success, while the third focuses on ensuring the emergence of brand action from 

the improved relationships within the OBCs: 

SRQ1: What drivers can SMEs utilise to build engagement in their OBCs? 

SRQ2: How can SMEs structure and manage their OBCs to sustain them in the long term? 

SRQ3: What practices within SME-managed OBCs most efficiently encourage brand action, 

particularly OBA? 

These research questions will be approached through an empirical research the details of 

which will be presented in the following chapter. 

1.6 Methodology 

This thesis adopts a qualitative, exploratory interview study design to investigate how 

practitioners in a range of Finnish SMEs approach OBC management and the cultivation of 

OBA. As the topic remains under-researched, the qualitative approach allowed for the 

emergence of potential novel SME-specific findings, while the interview study design with 



20 

 

 

the focus on SME practitioners better roots the findings into practice, resulting in concrete 

managerial implications. 

The research participants were selected through purposive criterion sampling. In order to be 

considered for this study, the practitioners had to have current or recent work history with a 

company that fits the European Commission’s definition of an SME (European Commission, 

2025). Community and marketing managers were the primary target, but especially in 

smaller companies with hybrid or founder roles, individuals with personal, first-hand 

experience with OBC management were included. 

The empirical data was collected through a series of semi-structured interviews, each 

approximately one hour in length and conducted via video call. The flexibility brought on 

by this approach allowed the participants to freely elaborate on their experiences while still 

rooting the findings into the theoretical framework. The privacy of the participants was 

protected through the safe handling, storing, and anonymisation of the interview data. 

The resulting data was analysed through a codebook thematic analysis utilising both 

inductive and deductive coding. The initial codebook was informed by the theoretical 

background on the topic of OBCs and OBA, while inductive coding was used to capture 

unexpected themes emerging from the empirical data. Without sacrificing the flexibility of 

the analysis when it came to novel phenomena, this method allowed for a level of systematic 

comparison between the participants’ approaches, which in turn helped in generating the 

practical managerial implications. 

1.7 Delimitations 

As the research is qualitative in nature, it will not yield statistically generalisable findings or 

test causal relationships between the concepts and variables identified via the literature 

review. Instead, the thesis focuses on covering the experiences and perspectives of marketing 

and community managers of SMEs of the research sample. This means that while insights 

derived from the interviews provide practical guidance for SMEs looking to leverage OBCs 

in their marketing, they may not capture broader trends or be applicable across all SMEs. 
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This thesis, beyond the literature review, will not focus on providing practical implications 

for larger companies as the main objective is to cover the topic from an SME perspective. 

However, this does not mean findings of the thesis could not be applied in the context of 

larger companies as well. Also, the focus of the interviews is on marketing and community 

management practitioners instead of OBC members, leaving that side of the overall picture 

mostly uncovered. 

1.8 Structure of the Study 

The contents of this thesis are divided into five chapters. This chapter, Chapter 1, introduced 

the research issue and the purpose of the study. It outlined the current academic literature on 

the topic of OBCs and OBA, based on which a theoretical framework and research questions 

were constructed. The methodology and delimitations of the study’s empirical research were 

also briefly explored. 

The following Chapter 2 contains a more thorough look into the prior academic literature. It 

covers some of the most influential papers written on the topic of online communities, OBCs, 

OBA, as well as OBC management from an SME viewpoint. 

Chapter 3 covers the methodology used for the empirical research of this study. Continuing 

on subchapter 1.7, it highlights why exploratory interview study was chosen as the research 

type, and provides a more thorough explanation on how the primary empirical data was 

collected and analysed. Potential sources of error are also acknowledged here. 

Chapter 4 moves onto describing the empirical findings drawn from the interview study. 

These are structured to follow along with the theoretical framework and research questions, 

and direct quotes from the research participants are included to provide additional credibility 

for the analysis. 

Finally, Chapter 5 discusses the implications of the research findings, comparing them to the 

existing literature. The managerial and theoretical contributions of the thesis are explored 

and potential new avenues for future research are highlighted. Limitations of the conducted 

study are also reflected upon. The chapter concludes the thesis by summarising the main 

findings and linking them back into the research objectives.  
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2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

The following literature review starts by exploring the phenomenon of online communities, 

the way they differ from the traditional understanding of communities, and how their internal 

dynamics can be explained by a range of social-science theories. OBC literature is 

purposefully excluded from this first chapter to focus on more generally applicable empirical 

findings on online community dynamics. 

Then, online communities are inspected more closely from the unique viewpoint of OBCs, 

highlighting how the inclusion of companies, products, and brands can change the 

underlying dynamics of online communities. The relation between OBCs and OBA – the 

focal point of this thesis – is also covered in its own subchapter.  

Finally, the literature around SME-managed OBCs is synthesised to gain a better 

understanding of how SMEs should approach OBC management based on past empirical 

data. 

2.1 Foundations of Online Communities 

Online communities, defined by Preece et al. (2003) as “groups of people who interact in 

virtual environments”, emerged in tandem with early internet communication methods such 

as email, listservers, and bulletin boards. Further technological advancements have evolved 

their appearance and dynamics, but even larger shift can be observed in their demographics; 

with growing global internet access, people with very diverse backgrounds have become 

increasingly connected to each other. 

As these technologies have radically altered the social landscape, researchers have debated 

whether online social groups can truly be considered communities. Differences in aspects 

such as their origins, strength of social ties, and organisational structures set them apart from 

traditional communities characterised by their clear geographical boundaries and strong 

interpersonal bonds. Whereas membership in online communities is a choice, traditional 
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communities are often born to, and usually hard to enter or leave behind. (Resca & Tozzi, 

2013) 

Despite these differences, researchers believe that a sense of community between internet 

users can be built online, if the right possibilities for meaningful participation are present. 

However, not all online environments can be classified as online communities despite being 

shared by a group of people. (Malinen, 2015) One of the most influential papers on online 

communities, written by Muniz and O’Guinn (2001), argues that to qualify as an online 

community an online space must exhibit three classic markers of community: 

Consciousness of Kind: Members must be able to distinguish themselves from non-

members, feel connected to each other, and recognise other community members. 

Shared Rituals and Traditions: The members must create and respect the community’s 

unique culture through shared norms and behaviours. 

Moral Responsibility: Members must feel obliged to support and protect the community, 

to integrate newcomers, and to sustain the community over time. 

Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) reject the idea that any online space with multiple people is a 

community, as the prerequisites are not fulfilled if even one of the markers is missing. Thus, 

spaces such as generic comment sections, social media threads, or customer service forums 

are not online communities by this definition. 

2.1.1 Engagement Drivers 

As membership in online communities is voluntary and fluid, the motivational drivers behind 

online community formation and growth are central to understanding them. A range of 

different motivations leading people to join and participate in online communities have been 

researched, with the type of community impacting their effectiveness. Such motivations 

include both intrinsic (driven by individual needs) and extrinsic (based on incentives coming 

from outside the individual) motivations. (Malinen, 2015) 
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Lampe et al. (2010) followed user behaviour in a large online community, inspecting the 

motivations for their participation utilising both the Theory of Social Identity, focusing on 

group dynamics, and Uses & Gratifications Theory, leaning on the needs of the community 

members. They found individual needs such as entertainment, seeking information, and 

sharing experiences to motivate many users to initiate participation in community activities, 

while group related motivations such as a sense of belonging played a more important role 

in fuelling sustainable, long-term engagement. 

Engagement, a term often used interchangeably to refer to active participation, refers to 

psychological state in which community members are motivated to contribute value to the 

community. Engagement consists of cognitive, emotional, and behavioural dimensions, and 

acts as the psychological engine sustaining online communities. Ray et al. (2014) highlight 

the important separation of engagement from satisfaction, as satisfaction is about personal 

fulfilment in the past, whereas engagement focuses on present motivation, forecasting future 

community action. 

While not explicitly using the term “engagement”, Malinen (2015) emphasises how the 

psychological factors underlying participation are difficult to observe directly and therefore 

measure quantitatively. This has led to the research on the topic widely focusing on the 

observable behavioural outcomes – such as number of posts, views, and time spent – as 

proxies for measuring the psychological drivers of participation. They point out the lack of 

consideration on qualitative elements, highlighting the importance of belonging, satisfaction, 

and emotional ties in understanding these drivers. 

Ray et al. (2014) explored the antecedents behind engagement, listing the following: 

Community Identification: The feeling of belonging in a group fuels engagement, as 

members who feel aligned with the values and identity of a community become motivated 

to contribute. 

Self-Identity Verification: When members see themselves, their identity, and their views 

appreciated by other community members they become more likely to engage with the 

community. 
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Knowledge Self-Efficacy: Engagement is also boosted when members believe they can 

contribute valuable knowledge to a community. 

Malinen (2015) goes on to argue that these psychological factors behind participation should 

be viewed as an ongoing process rather than as a constant. Their manifestation as community 

action shifts between passive and active phases depending on the member’s state of mind 

and shifts in the community. They suggest psychological theories should be utilised to gain 

a better understanding of why people engage to further help understand how and why that 

engagement manifests itself as community action. 

2.1.2 Community Action 

While prior research covered in the literature review distinguishes engagement from 

observable participation, it lacks a unified label for the full range of member behaviour that 

keeps online communities functioning. This thesis will adopt the label “Community Action” 

as an umbrella term encapsulating all such community-sustaining behaviour listed here: 

Social Interaction: Perhaps the most prominent form of community action are the ongoing 

conversations between community members. These build interpersonal, emotional ties that 

maintain the social fabric of online communities. (Butler, 2001; Malinen, 2015) 

Knowledge Collaboration: Members share their personal expertise to help each other, co-

creating a mutual knowledge base for the community. (Ancillai et al., 2025; Faraj et al., 

2011) 

Community Maintenance: Members can enforce community-wide norms, moderate 

discussions, negotiate to resolve conflicts, and help in accommodating new community 

members. (Butler, 2001; Faraj et al., 2011) 

Passive Participation: Members might not always contribute in an outwardly visible way, 

and might instead focus on browsing the community, familiarising themselves with its norms 

in the process. Members who primarily participate in this way are often referred to as 

“Lurkers”. (Malinen, 2015) 
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Resource Contribution: Outside of the previous ways, participation includes any ways in 

which members can contribute their resources – time, expertise, attention, emotional and 

physical labour – to benefit the other members and the community as a whole, e.g. through 

content creation. (Butler, 2001) 

Sustained community action leads to trust-building among members, which can be attributed 

to the enhanced psychological safety, reduced ambiguity, and a sense of belonging they gain 

from participating in online communities. (Ancillai et al., 2025; Faraj et al., 2011; Malinen, 

2015) Trust towards the community and other members fuels long-term community activity 

by creating a self-reinforcing cycle where participation improves trust and relationships, 

leading to elevated levels of engagement, which again drives participation. (Ancillai et al., 

2025) 

2.1.3 Sustaining Activity 

Achieving critical mass plays a crucial role in the sustainability of an online community, as 

groups with enough early activity are far more likely to live on while others wither away. 

Raban et al. (2010) conducted one of the first large-scale quantitative researches to test 

crucial mass theory in online communities, discovering that activity and member numbers 

alone are not enough to understand critical mass in early stage online communities. They 

found the heterogeneity of the members, as well as the quality of the interactions to be more 

important in terms of community survival, and to greatly influence the numbers needed for 

the critical mass. 

The activeness of a community can be inspected through the lens of responsiveness, a metric 

explored by Dover and Kelman (2018). By measuring the average amount of responses any 

given contribution receives, discussions can be viewed as trees that start from one 

conversation starter and branch with additional replies, decaying as the distance from the 

origin grows. Their findings suggest that upon reaching a responsiveness rate of more than 

one reply per message, activity surges. The size of the community largely impacts the 

response rate, but communities with inherently higher responsiveness require lower 

membership numbers to sustain their activity. 
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Dover and Kelman (2018) then classify communities under three different categories based 

on their size and activity. Regime I communities are small and their activity irregular with 

phases of very little to no engagement common. Regime II communities are ones where the 

critical mass – often around 20-50 members – has been achieved, typically displaying a sharp 

increase in activity, which then saturates to a stable high level in larger, regime III, 

communities. 

Through his resource-based model, Butler (2001) argues that communities are sustainable 

when the benefits community members receive from the community outweigh the resources, 

mainly time, knowledge, and attention, they invest in them. This feedback loop of invested 

resources and received benefits is moderated by the size of the community. Interestingly, 

larger communities are not always inherently better, as the amount of interactions can grow 

overwhelming and the connections between community members can weaken as the size of 

the community increases. 

Finally, because of their fluid nature, online communities go through shifts in their 

membership. These shifts change the participation patterns, demographics, and values of 

community members, highlighting the importance of adaptability as a long-term survival 

mechanism for online communities. Communities that cannot keep up with the ongoing 

changes in membership will decline in activity, ultimately fading out of existence. (Faraj et 

al., 2011) 

2.2 Online Brand Communities 

On top of the peer-to-peer relationships, OBCs introduce a product, a brand, and a company 

into the picture, resulting in a broader relational structure. The company itself is usually 

represented by community managers who as active community members guide the 

community in the direction most beneficial for the company. (McAlexander et al., 2002) 

Similar to regular online communities, OBCs too have their set of internal rituals, traditions, 

norms, values, and symbols. (Brogi, 2014; Zaglia, 2013) In successful OBCs, members 

themselves support each other, sustaining and growing the community, and often holding 



28 

 

 

significant power over the brand and its messaging within and outside the OBC – a power 

companies should be increasingly aware of. (Brogi, 2014) 

2.2.1 Different Kinds of OBCs 

OBCs can be found in a range of online spaces; from dedicated platforms to more generalised 

social networks. They serve different functions, facilitate varying types of  interactions, and 

emerge from different motivations. (Zaglia, 2013) 

Many OBCs are company-managed, having been created by the company behind the central 

brand. These OBCs usually serve commercial purposes. In other OBCs the company or its 

representatives are not present. Such consumer-run communities are established and 

managed by the fans of the brand, and exists outside the direct control of a company. (Lee 

et al., 2010; Pedeliento et al., 2020) 

Lee et al. (2010) found consumer-run companies and the motivations behind them to be more 

likely perceived as altruistic and authentic by consumers, leading to higher levels of 

community identification and engagement. Company-managed OBCs, especially the ones 

under strict control of the brand, are more likely to be seen by consumers as extrinsically 

motivated, persuasive, and profit-driven. 

Overall, consumer-run OBCs outperform company-managed OBCs, displaying higher 

inherent community identification, commitment, and engagement. (Lee et al., 2010; 

Pedeliento et al., 2020) To maximise the effectiveness of company-managed OBCs, 

community managers are encouraged to adopt a light-handed approach, especially when it 

comes to controlling the narrative within the OBCs (Lee et al., 2010). 

2.2.2 OBC Drivers 

Building on top of online community drivers introduced in chapter 2.1.1, OBC literature 

introduces a range of brand-related drivers that bring consumers into OBCs. Wirtz et al. 

(2013) categorise the main drivers behind consumers joining and engaging in OBCs as 
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brand-related drivers, social drivers, and functional drivers. More recent papers on the topic 

often support this classification: 

Brand Drivers: These comprise of symbolic functions – the devotion to live up to the 

symbolism of a brand – and brand identification, a term widely recognised in OBC literature, 

defined by Martínez‑López et al. (2021) as the degree to which consumers view the brand 

to match their self-concept. Brogi (2014) supports the importance of these brand-related 

drivers, defining OBCs as commercially oriented online communities that comprise of 

members brought together mainly by their shared admiration, passion, and identity around a 

brand. 

Social Drivers: While not unique to OBCs, these drivers comprise of social benefits, such 

as support from the community, and social identity, the personal connection to the 

community. Martínez‑López et al. (2021) support the importance of social identity, finding 

that the level of community identification – the level on which community members feel 

their own identity match that of the community – strongly predicts engagement. They go on 

to highlight how in OBCs a member’s community identification is strongly predicted by 

their level of brand identification. 

Functional Drivers: Finally, Wirtz et al. (2013) explain functional drivers with consumers 

joining OBCs to seek help and support with the products of the brand. This includes gaining 

access to the high-quality knowledge base of the community, seeking reinforcement for 

purchase intensions, and leveraging monetary benefits such as promotions, loyalty points, or 

competitions. 

Further supporting the aforementioned drivers, Sohail (2022) explores the motivations 

drawing consumers into joining and engaging in OBCs through the self-expansion theory. 

By including a brand, its community, and the people in the community into their identity, 

consumers seek to expand their sense of self. New OBC members deepen their emotional 

attachment to the brand as well as the other members in the community, fuelling their level 

of engagement. 
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2.2.3 Engagement in OBCs 

As with generic online communities, engagement in OBC literature is depicted as a 

psychological state of increased motivation to contribute value to a community. Community 

action is also seen its behavioural manifestation. (Brodie et al., 2013; Sohail, 2022) Due to 

the differences in perceived authenticity and altruism between consumer-run and company-

managed OBCs, despite having the same underlying drivers, the level of engagement in 

OBCs is moderated by the community’s origin. (Lee et al., 2010) 

The inclusion of the brand, however, extends the concept of engagement in online spaces – 

not just online communities – through Consumer-Brand Engagement (CBE) proposed by 

Hollebeek et al. (2014), defined as the consumers’ “cognitive, emotional, and behavioural 

brand-related activity during, or related to, specific consumer-brand interactions”. 

Engagement gains its CBE dimension when the brand is actively present in online spaces.  

Expanding on the Hollebeek et al. (2014) paper, Amoah et al. (2022) root CBE into the 

context of OBCs. In OBCs, the consumer-community relationship adds a new dimension to 

CBE, shifting the importance away from the purely consumer-brand dynamic. They found 

CBE, just as community engagement, to manifest as the community activity, especially peer-

to-peer interactions. 

When researching the internal dynamics of OBCs, Martínez-López et al. (2021) found 

engagement to not only strongly predict participation in the OBC, but also pro-brand 

behaviour. Many other researchers acknowledge the same mechanisms, proving that 

engagement in OBCs is the engine that drives community action, as well as brand action. 

(Brodie et al., 2013; Paruthi et al., 2022; Wirtz et al., 2013) Engagement sustains OBCs 

through a looping process; by strengthening internal relations through sustained community 

action its feeds back into future engagement. (Brodie et al., 2013) 

2.2.4 Community Action in OBCs 

Community action can take on any of the same forms as introduced in chapter 2.1.2. Social 

interaction, knowledge collaboration, and community maintenance are all prominently 



31 

 

 

addressed behaviour in the literature on the topic of OBCs (Wirtz et al., 2013; Zaglia, 2013). 

The inclusion of the brand, however, highlights OBC-specific behaviour, such as user-

generated content creation and the co-development of brand value (Naeem & Okafor, 2019; 

Wirtz et al., 2013).  

Schau et al. (2009) provide one of the most extensive catalogues of community action in 

OBCs, comprising of both community and brand-related behaviour, with some overlap 

between the two. The community focused behaviours describe activity listed under the 

online community actions of Social Interaction, Knowledge Collaboration, Community 

Maintenance, Passive Participation, and Resource Contribution presented in chapter 2.1.2, 

but the brand-related community actions extend this list: 

Impression Management Practices: While this behaviour is often focused outside of the 

OBC – better fitting under brand action discussed in an upcoming chapter 2.2.6 – it can also 

take place between community members. It comprises of altruistically evangelising and 

justifying the brand and its superiority to others. 

Brand Use Practices: These actions focus on extending the usage of the brand with 

members sharing advice with each other. This includes customisation, maintenance, and the 

creation of commodities that complement the brand and its products. This behaviour is often 

referred to as UGC in OBC literature. 

Marketing literature often approaches the concept of User-Generated Content (UGC) from 

the viewpoint of brands. However, authors such as Naeem and Okafor (2019) define UGC 

in OBCs as content that is original, made public, and not a professional creation. This wide 

definition leads to a distinction between brand-related UGC, such as reviews and 

demonstrations, and non-brand-related UGC, such as off-topic conversations between 

community members. Together these two types of UGC encapsulate a large portion of the 

forms of community action defined so far, but supportive brand-related UGC goes further as 

it reaches over to brand action, discussed in the later chapter 2.2.6. 

Through their sustained community action OBC members create unique community and 

brand culture, strengthening the internal relationships within the OBC. Community action in 

OBCs can be seen as the emergence of common rituals, norms, stories, and community 
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heroes. (Schembri & Latimer, 2016) Also focusing on relationships in OBCs, Yunus et al. 

(2024) found participation in community activity to boost the level of loyalty and trust OBC 

members exhibit towards the brand, other members, and the community as a whole. 

2.2.5 Relationship Building in OBCs 

The development of trust, loyalty, and love – both consumer-community and consumer-

brand – within OBCs is driven by the interplay between engagement (Martínez-López et al., 

2021; Paruthi et al., 2022), sustained community action (Schau et al., 2009; Yunus et al., 

2024), and the shared OBC culture (Schembri & Latimer, 2016). Improved relationships 

feed back into the level of engagement in OBCs (Brodie et al., 2013), and in the case of 

consumer-brand relationships, result in pro-brand behaviour – brand action – within and 

outside the OBC (Martínez-López et al., 2021; Paruthi et al., 2022; Yunus et al., 2024). 

Trust is the central element in the building of relationships within OBCs. Especially when it 

comes to consumer-brand relationships, it is the strongest predictor of brand loyalty. (Anaya-

Sánchez et al., 2020; Martínez-López et al., 2021) Loyalty also develops alongside trust 

through sustained community action and unified OBC culture, not only as a direct 

consequence of trust (McAlexander et al., 2002; Schembri & Latimer, 2016). 

Distinct from brand trust and loyalty, Paruthi et al. (2022) define brand love as long-term 

consumer-brand relationship with cognitive, emotional, and behavioural dimensions. They 

argue that OBCs develop brand love among their members through sustained engagement, 

which in turn is driven by the perceived level of connection between an OBC member, the 

brand, and the OBC as a whole. 

Improved relationships within OBCs are seen in the literature as the main driver of brand 

action. Brand trust and loyalty built within OBCs have both been found to strongly predict 

pro-brand behaviour, with consumer-community trust and loyalty also contributing to brand 

level outcomes. (Anaya-Sánchez et al., 2020; Martínez-López et al., 2021; Yunus et al., 

2024) Brand love, as defined above, has also been found to positively contribute towards 

brand action (Paruthi et al., 2022). 
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2.2.6 Brand Action in OBCs 

Brand action, an umbrella term used in this thesis to refer to any OBC member initiated pro-

brand behaviour within or outside the OBC, is driven by engagement (Ray et al., 2014; Wirtz 

et al., 2013) and the relationships building facilitated through OBCs (Anaya-Sánchez et al., 

2020; Martínez-López et al., 2021; Yunus et al., 2024). Brand action directly elevates brand 

value. (Paruthi et al., 2022; Schau et al., 2009; Schembri & Latimer, 2016) 

Brand action within OBCs is closely intertwined with community action, as pro-brand 

behaviour is often simultaneously sustains the community built around the brand via active 

participation. An example of such are the impression management practices defined by 

Schau et al. (2009), presented in chapter 2.2.4. It is however important to separate 

community action from brand action, as participation in community sustaining practices 

alone does not always provide direct, clear benefits for the brand. (Martínez-López et al., 

2021) 

As discussed earlier, brand-related UGC falls under brand-action. Content such as photos 

and videos featuring the brand, as well as stories of positive brand experiences all help to 

paint a positive picture of the brand among the members of an OBC. All brand-related UGC 

is, however, not brand action, as it can also be created with the intent of casting the brand in 

a negative light, such as through negative product reviews. (Naeem & Okafor, 2019) 

Co-creation of the brand should also be thought of as a brand action, as OBC members 

contribute their personal resources to improving the brand they feel passionate about (Wirtz 

et al., 2013). Co-creation does not always revolve around the products of the brand, as OBCs 

also act as environments where unique brand culture is co-constructed between the brand 

and its OBC members (Schembri & Latimer, 2016). 

One of the most prominently discussed forms of brand action in OBC literature are the 

different forms of Online Brand Advocacy, including the spreading of positive WOM, 

defending the brand, and other brand value boosting actions members practice on behalf of 

the brand without direct incentives. (Martínez-López et al., 2021; Schau et al., 2009; 

Schembri & Latimer, 2016; Wirtz et al., 2013; Yunus et al., 2024) OBA in the context of 

OBC research is discussed more thoroughly in the following chapter. 
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2.3 Online Brand Advocacy in OBCs 

Online Brand Advocacy (OBA) is one of the focal points of this thesis, as it provides cost-

effective marketing benefits for companies that have managed to build strong relationships 

with their OBC members. This chapter aims to synthesize the research on OBA, especially 

in the context of OBCs. 

2.3.1 Defining OBA 

Some of the most influential research on OBA has been authored by Wilk et al. (2021, 2019, 

2018), who define OBA as supportive, purposeful, and non-incentivised online 

representation of a brand coming from consumers familiar with the brand. Their definition, 

which has evolved over time, provides clear guidelines for what online consumer behaviour 

can be considered OBA, and what cannot: 

Supportive: OBA must represent the brand in a positive light. WOM, or eWOM in online 

spaces, is thus not automatically OBA, as it can also pass on negative views and experiences. 

Conversely, positive WOM is OBA, when it meets the other criteria for OBA. 

Purposeful: OBA must be showcased through deliberate consumer behaviour. 

Non-incentivised: OBA needs to be spontaneous, driven by the authentic passion of the 

consumer towards a brand. This excludes forms of promotion the brand has control over, 

such as influencer marketing, from OBA. 

Experienced: Advocates participating in OBA must have perceivable previous experience 

with the brand for their behaviour to influence others. 

Wilk et al. (2019) go on to demonstrate the distinction between the concepts of OBA and 

brand loyalty, as loyalty can exists without the behavioural loyalty displayed by OBA. On 

the other hand, OBA is driven by loyalty through elevated consumer-brand relationship. 

They also acknowledge the psychological state of engagement and its role in driving OBA, 

highlighting how OBA is a behavioural outcome of consumer brand engagement. 
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2.3.2 OBA Drivers 

As discussed earlier, the main driver behind OBA, whether in OBCs or in other online 

spaces, is the depth of the consumer-brand relationship. Brand trust, loyalty, and love all 

predict OBA behaviour among consumers. (Kichwarajarukul et al., 2024; Wilk et al., 2021; 

Wong, 2023) The importance of this consumer-brand relationship is also strengthened by 

Wilk et al. (2019, 2018) and Cheung & To (2024), emphasising how OBA is rooted in brand-

experienced consumers, who are involved with the brand on a deeper level than consumers 

not participating in OBA. 

The OBA literature that explores its connection to OBCs consistently highlights the 

importance of engagement within brand communities as a driving force behind OBA. This 

is often seen as an indirect process, where the participation fuelled by engagement leads to 

stronger attachment to the brand and finally OBA. (Wilk et al., 2018; Wong, 2023) This 

further supports the big-picture model highlighted in chapter 2.2. 

2.3.3 OBA Manifestation 

Wilk et al. (2019, 2018) provide a comprehensive list of practices through witch OBA can 

manifest itself. While the list in the 2018 paper contains seven dimensions, the more recent 

publication condenses these down to four types of OBA behaviour: 

Brand Defence: Members participating in OBA feel a moral obligation to protect the brand, 

acting up on it through defensive action (Cheung & To, 2024). OBA brand defence can 

include countering negative comments aimed at the brand, correcting misinformation, and 

protecting the brands reputation when it is undermined. (Kichwarajarukul et al., 2024; Wilk 

et al., 2021, 2019, 2018; Wong, 2023) 

Brand Information Sharing: OBA can be seen as consumers sharing their personal 

knowledge, experiences, advice, and external brand-aligned resources to others. (Wilk et al., 

2019, 2018; Wong, 2023) Brand information sharing often includes recommending the brand 

to potential new adopters, and comparing its benefits to competitors. (Cheung & To, 2024; 

Kichwarajarukul et al., 2024) 
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Brand Positivity: As one of the most frequently observed OBA behaviours, brand positivity 

comprises of positive brand mentions, endorsements, and statements of satisfaction with the 

brand and its qualities. (Wilk et al., 2019, 2018; Wong, 2023) 

Virtual Positive Expression: Wilk et al. (2019) classify virtual, mostly visual, forms of 

expression as their own type of OBA. This includes signalling excitement and satisfaction 

towards the brand through images, emojis, language choices, and other visual cues. 

2.3.4 OBA Outcomes 

OBA has many positive brand-level outcomes, as well as community-level outcomes when 

taking place inside an OBC. 

One of the most consistently reported outcomes of OBA across the literature is the elevated 

level of brand loyalty. (Cheung & To, 2024; Wilk et al., 2021; Wong, 2023) While brand 

loyalty also drives OBA, participating in OBA behaviour further enforces the level of loyalty 

towards the brand. Thus, OBA stabilises long-term consumer-brand relationships by creating 

a positive feedback loop. (Wilk et al., 2021) 

Behavioural brand loyalty can also be identified as an OBA outcome, as OBA positively 

influences both the purchase intentions and the purchasing behaviour of consumers. (Wilk 

et al., 2021; Wong, 2023) Brand advocates online where found to showcase higher purchase 

frequency, higher average order values, and faster purchase decisions. (Kichwarajarukul et 

al., 2024) 

Many papers explicitly connect OBA to elevated levels of brand reach, awareness, and 

equity. Through consumer-powered information sharing brands gain additional, organic 

visibility and awareness. (Kichwarajarukul et al., 2024; Wilk et al., 2019, 2018) By actively 

defending the brand advocates increase and protect the reputation of the brand, building trust 

between it and the consumers (Wilk et al., 2018). Brand equity is continuously built through 

both symbolic (Wilk et al., 2019, 2018) and financial (Kichwarajarukul et al., 2024) OBA 

behaviour. 
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Community-level outcomes of OBA can be seen when advocacy takes place in OBCs and 

other online communities. As OBA often manifests through active participation in 

community activities, it boosts the liveliness of OBCs, sustaining them and drawing in new 

members. (Wilk et al., 2018; Wong, 2023) OBA behaviour also signals a healthy 

community-brand relationship, making the OBC more appealing towards potential new 

members (Wong, 2023). 

On a more psychological level, OBA enforces OBC-wide norms, strengthens collective 

identity, and develops unique OBC culture. The more unified, cohesive OBC culture and 

identity again contribute to the sustainment and long-term health of OBCs. (Wilk et al., 2021, 

2018; Wong, 2023) By providing authentic OBA-aligned content OBC members increase 

the interpersonal trust between community members (Wilk et al., 2018). 

2.4 SMEs and OBCs 

This final literature review chapter explores OBCs from the viewpoint of SMEs. While 

relatively niche, some papers have been written on the topic, with few publications even 

highlighting practical, empirically identified OBC-management strategies that SMEs could 

leverage to punch above their weight. Outside of SME-specific observations, some generally 

recommended OBC management principles for companies of any size are also covered. 

2.4.1 Opportunities Provided by OBCs 

OBCs offer many lucrative benefits for companies, especially resource-limited SMEs than 

lack the more extensive marketing toolkits of their larger counterparts. While this thesis 

focuses heavily on OBA-related benefits covered in the previous chapter 2.3, which help 

disproportionally help SMEs (Wang et al., 2018, 2011), literature also covers a range of 

brand-level outcomes provided by OBCs: 

Branding and Reputation Building: OBCs provide a low-cost alternative to more 

traditional marketing channels (Dholakia & Vianello, 2009; Wang et al., 2011). SMEs have 

been found to build extensive brand awareness and strengthened brand identity through the 

utilisation of OBCs despite limited marketing resources (Wang et al., 2011). Especially when 
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it comes to spreading authentically perceived messages about a company and its brand, 

consumer-run OBCs can be leveraged for great effect (Dholakia & Vianello, 2009). 

Customer Retention: OBCs increase brand loyalty (Rezaei & Heinze, 2014; Wang et al., 

2018), and SMEs can leverage them to increase customer retention. Identification with 

OBCs leads members to commit to the brand and the community (Wang et al., 2018). As 

noted in the earlier chapter on OBC drivers, identification with the community and the brand 

also feeds back into engagement. 

Innovation and Co-Creation: OBCs act as validation mechanisms for product development 

(Yunus et al., 2024). By empowering OBC members to provide their feedback on the brand 

and its products SMEs can achieve tighter, more accurate development loops. OBCs also 

help SMEs generate and test ideas in more controlled environments, and quickly bring 

identified product defects to the attention of the brand (Dholakia & Vianello, 2009; Wang et 

al., 2018, 2011). In some cases, SMEs can even leverage their OBCs to collaboratively 

problem-solve issues slowing down development (Wang et al., 2011). 

Operational Efficiency: OBCs cut down on personnel needs, as consumers can gain more 

tailored, timely customer service from other OBC members – all at a fraction of the cost of 

hiring more customer service employees as the SME (Dholakia & Vianello, 2009; Wang et 

al., 2011). Depending on the platforms the OBCs are hosted on, community activity also 

provides SMEs valuable data and insights on behaviour patterns and reactions, which can be 

utilised to improve the efficiency of internal processes (Wang et al., 2018, 2011). 

2.4.2 Key OBC Management Principles 

As mentioned before, consumer-run OBCs provide clear advantages and disadvantages for 

brands due to their inherent differences in the level of perceived altruism and authenticity 

(Lee et al., 2010; Pedeliento et al., 2020). As SMEs have smaller customer bases, they often 

lack spontaneously established fan-communities, and must instead rely on self-built OBCs 

(Wang et al., 2011). 

When approaching the management of company-built OBCs, SMEs should emulate the 

dynamics of consumer-run communities as closely as possible. OBCs managed by brand 
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enthusiast without external brand control typically feature higher expressive freedom, and 

lower levels of moderation. If SME-managed OBCs limit member expression through 

excessive control, those communities can actively push away consumers, and ultimately fail. 

(Dholakia & Vianello, 2009) 

A distinct advantage SMEs often possess over their larger counterparts is their level of 

perceived authenticity, which in turn strengthens trust towards their brand. (Eggers et al., 

2013). OBCs offer SMEs a platform to showcase their authenticity through repeated 

engagement between the brand and the consumers, bringing SME-managed OBCs closer to 

consumer-run ones in terms of their dynamics (Mojumder, 2025). 

SMEs can include key corporate figures in their OBCs to lower the barriers of interaction 

and appear more authentic and approachable. Wang et al. (2011) provide an example of the 

CEO of a Chinese SME, MEIZU, actively participating in discussions on the company’s 

OBC, boosting transparency and emotional connection. Such measures towards opening up 

the OBC atmosphere were found crucial, as the perceived openness of the OBC is one of the 

strongest predictors of participation in SME-managed OBCs (Wang et al., 2018). Eggers et 

al. (2013) further support this, highlighting how founders of SMEs play a central role in 

fuelling perceived authenticity as the values portrayed by their brands often reflect those of 

the founders. 

At the early stages of many OBC-managed SMEs, especially if the main offering of the 

companies behind the communities are relatively young, the early participation can revolve 

heavily around troubleshooting and support (Wang et al., 2011). SMEs should be prepared 

for such situations, and offer tools to support both member-to-member and brand-to-member 

advising. 

Similarly, SMEs should from the start focus on facilitating diverse social interaction withing 

their OBCs. Wang et al. (2011) list specific channels for casual, off-topic conversation, 

personal stories, and even offline meetups in geographically bound OBCs as measures that 

can boost social interaction within smaller OBCs. 

In the case of most SMEs, OBCs are likely not the only utilised marketing channel. Other 

marketing programmes and major milestones in the SMEs development should be taken into 



40 

 

 

account in the management of SMEs’ OBCs, linking campaigns together to enhance each 

other (Dholakia & Vianello, 2009). SMEs can utilise their OBCs to generate buzz during 

new product releases, source UGC to use in their promotional efforts, and educate consumers 

to ease adoption of new brand releases (Wang et al., 2011). 

2.4.3 Challenges and Limitations for SMEs 

Finally, SMEs face a range of challenges and limitations when it comes to OBC-

management. Some of these are shared with larger companies, while others – mainly 

resource-related ones – are more prominent in SMEs. SMEs in the process of building their 

OBCs are especially prone to challenges linked to community growth and member retention. 

SMEs with limited brand awareness and existing consumer-run OBCs must rely on their 

own resources, knowledge, and networks to build their OBCs (Wang et al., 2011). Many 

SMEs face the challenge of missing know-how when it comes to deciding where and how 

to interact with customers online. This is made more difficult by many SMEs not recognising 

the value OBCs can potentially offer, resulting in SMEs under-utilising OBCs to aid with 

their marketing and other operations. (Rezaei & Heinze, 2014) 

Early-stage OBCs are often in danger of becoming “anaemic”, featuring low levels of 

engagement and participation leading to loss of members. Users who are not engaged are 

more likely to leave once the community has provided them with benefits such as support or 

troubleshooting. (Dholakia & Vianello, 2009) Due to limitations in OBC-management 

experience, SME-managed OBCs struggle to achieve the self-fuelling long term engagement 

needed for sustaining OBCs (Wang et al., 2018). 

OBCs might see an overrepresentation of negative messages and criticism, leading the 

companies managing them to assume stricter control over the narrative. A balance between 

control and transparency can be hard to achieve as too much control suppresses engagement, 

and too little risks driving away members due to negativity. (Dholakia & Vianello, 2009; 

Wang et al., 2011) 

Companies should define clear rules for participation, making it explicit for OBC members 

what kind of behaviour is allowed and what crosses the boundary to excessive negativity, or 
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even toxicity. Open atmosphere with clearly defined rules for expressing personal views is 

essential for long-term OBC survival. (Dholakia & Vianello, 2009; Wang et al., 2018, 2011) 

2.5 Forming the Theoretical Framework 

Based on the literature presented in this chapter, the theorical framework introduced in the 

first chapter was developed to conceptualise the OBC-to-OBA mechanism taking place 

inside SME-managed OBCs. The following figure (Figure 2) highlights the framework, 

illustrating how OBC drivers fuel engagement, leading to both community and brand action, 

as well as improved consumer-community and consumer-brand relationships. 

 

Figure 2: The theoretical framework (introduced in chapter 1) details the OBC-to-OBA 

process in the context of an SME-managed OBC. 

Consumers are drawn into OBCs by a range of different social, brand-related, and functional 

drivers, which form the basis of engagement and motivate early participation (Wirtz et al., 

2013). Especially social drivers were found to contribute heavily towards sustained, long-

term engagement of OBCs (Lampe et al., 2010; Martínez-López et al., 2021). Self-expansion 

theory can be utilised to explain the effectiveness of many OBC drivers; consumers seek to 

expand their sense of self with the inclusion of brands and their communities (Sohail, 2022).  

Engagement – fuelled by the aforementioned drivers – is a heightened psychological state in 

which OBC members feel motivated to contribute value to the community (Brodie et al., 
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2013; Sohail, 2022). It is the psychological engine that drivers OBCs, and manifests 

behaviourally as community action (Brodie et al., 2013; Martínez-López et al., 2021; Paruthi 

et al., 2022). 

Community action encompasses all community sustained behaviour of OBC members from 

social interaction to community maintenance. Sustained community action strengthens the 

internal relationships of an OBC (Ancillai et al., 2025; Faraj et al., 2011; Yunus et al., 2024), 

and co-creates shared brand culture (Schembri & Latimer, 2016). 

Strong OBC relationships feed back into engagement, creating a self-reinforcing cycle that 

sustains OBCs in the long-term (Brodie et al., 2013). The strengthened consumer-brand 

relationships – brand trust, loyalty, and love – strongly predict OBC members participating 

in brand action (Anaya-Sánchez et al., 2020; Martínez-López et al., 2021; Paruthi et al., 

2022), including OBA behaviour taking place both within and outside the confines of the 

OBC (Kichwarajarukul et al., 2024; Wilk et al., 2021; Wong, 2023). 

As SMEs are more likely to be consistent in their promises, more likely to serve customer 

needs, more likely and to act according to their central values, they are perceived as more 

authentic (Eggers et al., 2013), narrowing the gap between company-managed and stronger 

consumer-run OBCs. The elevated levels of perceived authenticity lead to enhanced levels 

of identification, engagement, and participation. (Lee et al., 2010; Pedeliento et al., 2020) 

Thus, the SME-status of the company managing an OBC acts in the theoretical framework 

as a contextual condition enhancing the effectiveness of the OBC-to-OBA mechanism.  
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3 METHODOLOGY 

This chapter details the methodology that was followed in collecting and analysing the 

empirical data for this research. 

3.1 Research Approach 

The focus of this thesis is on exploring how community and marketing managers of SMEs 

approach OBC management, challenges, and benefits in order to provide a concrete guide – 

based on the participants’ lived experiences in combination with OBC theory – for those 

looking to build and employ their own. The aim is not to measure frequency of specific 

interactions, predict outcomes of managerial actions, or test hypotheses. Therefore, a 

qualitative approach was chosen as the natural fit for the conducted research as it is best 

suited for exploring such meanings, interpretations, and experiences. (Creswell & Poth, 

2025, p. 13) 

As the topic of cultivating OBA through OBCs is under-researched, especially in the SME 

context, this research aims to approach that gap by exploring the practices and personal 

experiences of community and marketing managers working for SMEs with varying 

industries, sizes, and maturities. The research also aims to highlight how the inherent 

characteristics of SMEs, such as resource limitations, can interact with the phenomena of 

OBCs and OBA. Considering the need for such context-bound insights, this research adopts 

an interview study model. This approach, especially when combined with semi-structured 

interviews as the data collection method, roots the findings into existing OBC literature, 

while allowing the discovery of unanticipated factors. (Nathan et al., 2019) 

3.2 Participants 

Due to practical limitations the choice was made to target practitioners working for Finish 

SMEs when identifying potential participants. It is important to note here that the 

participants of this study represented themselves as practitioners, rather than their respective 

companies. 
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3.2.1 Selection Criteria 

As this thesis explores the possibilities of OBC management from the unique viewpoint of 

SMEs, a clear definition for such companies was needed. The European Commission’s 

official definition for an SME was chosen for this thesis, mandating that each research 

participant needed to have work experience in a company with less than 250 total employees, 

a maximum of 50 million euros in annual revenue, and a balance sheet total of maximum 43 

million euros (European Commission, 2025). 

Purposive criterion sampling was employed in the participant recruitment process. In order 

to be considered for this research a potential participant needed to be currently, or recently 

(within the last 12 months), employed by a Finnish SME hosting their own active company-

managed OBC(s). The primary roles considered were community managers and marketing 

managers with clear OBC management ties. However, in smaller SMEs where clear roles 

for each founder or employee are not necessarily defined the main criterion was – as with 

the community and marketing managers – having first-hand experience with the 

management of the SME’s OBC(s). 

3.2.2 Recruitment 

The participants were reached out to using either LinkedIn or email. When a participant 

expressed interest, they were provided with a more detailed explanation of the topic, aims, 

and privacy considerations of the research. The participation in this research was entirely 

voluntary and explicit consent from the participants was required for both data collection 

and analysis.  

Due to the narrow inclusion criteria, the recruitment process proved challenging. Snowball 

sampling was attempted but did not yield additional participants. Lack of strong incentives 

for participation may have further reduced the response rate. A summary of this thesis, 

especially its practical implications drawn from the theoretical background and the empirical 

findings, was promised as compensation for the participants’ time. 
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3.2.3 Participant Profile 

In total, five participants were included in the sample for this research. The participant 

recruitment process was stopped here due to the combination of emerging saturation in the 

participant’s responses as well as the practical limitations on the researcher’s part as the 

recruitment challenges were stretching the thesis schedule. 

All but one of the participants worked for software companies, with their industries ranging 

from entertainment and education to wellbeing. The remaining participant worked for a 

company focused on educational content creation. All participants fulfilled the requirement 

of having recent, first-hand experience in the management of their SME’s OBCs. The sizes 

of the participants’ companies ranged from a one-person micro company to a one at the 

upper boundaries of the European Commission definition. 

3.3 Data Collection Methods 

The primary empirical data for this research was collected through a series of semi-structured 

interviews – one per participant. This format was chosen due to its flexibility, allowing the 

participants to express in-depth views on the topics they had the most personal experience 

on. 

3.3.1 Interview Process 

The on average one-hour-long interviews were conducted over video calls for convenience, 

and recorded with the participants’ explicit consent for later transcription. The interviews 

loosely followed an interview guide, available in Appendix 1, starting with more general 

questions aiming to chart the participants level of familiarity with OBCs and moving onto 

more in-depth experiences related to OBA, OBC dynamics, and SME-context-specific 

challenges. 

The participants were asked to keep the SME-context of their work environment in mind 

throughout the interviews, and to reflect on how it affects their approach to OBC 

management. When discussing confidential topics that had to do with company strategy or 
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trade secrets the participants were encouraged to share only as much information as they felt 

comfortable with. 

3.3.2 Privacy considerations 

Ahead of the interviews, all participants had familiarised themselves with the data protection 

notification of the research, and the interviews started with the signing of a participant 

consent form. To guarantee the anonymity of the participants the audio recordings of the 

interviews were stored on local, password-protected devices up to a maximum of three days 

after the interview took place, during which anonymised transcriptions of the interviews 

were created. Non-anonymised interview data was never stored on a cloud server. A locally 

running machine learning model was utilised to aid in the transcription process, with full 

human oversight and manual corrections ensuring the validity of the resulting data. 

3.4 Data Analysis Methods 

The choice between reflexive and non-reflexive, codebook thematic analysis was carefully 

considered, with the latter ultimately selected. A codebook thematic analysis supports the 

interview study research design by providing a more theory-aligned structure to the findings 

without preventing new insights from emerging from the empirical data. This structure 

enabled systematic comparison across the SMEs represented by the participants, and 

supported the goal of generating practical managerial implications for SMEs – an area that 

remains underrepresented in current research. 

As the choice of codebook thematic analysis suggests, a hybrid approach utilising both 

deductive and inductive coding was employed. The initial codebook, available in Appendix 

2, was informed by the theoretical background and framework (e.g., OBC dynamics, OBA). 

These deductive codes guided the early stages of analysis, whereas inductive coding was 

utilised for the more unexpected, emerging themes. This approach allowed the insights to be 

anchored in OBC theory without forcing the data into predefined categories. 
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3.5 Limitations and Considerations  

Multiple choices throughout the research design process may have impacted the accuracy 

and trustworthiness of the research findings. This sub-chapter explores some of the most 

prominent potential limitations, sources of error, and considerations affecting their validity. 

3.5.1 Sampling 

The sample size of the interview study, while appropriate, limits the amount of different 

perspectives and does not capture the full diversity of SMEs’ OBC practices and challenges. 

With most of the participants working for software SMEs, the findings may not be as 

applicable across all industries. 

Despite many of the participants’ OBCs being international, having only the employees of 

Finnish SMEs in the sample means that the findings may be less accurate in other cultural 

environments. 

3.5.2 Data Collection 

Having the individual participants represent themselves as practitioners rather than their 

companies means that the findings reflect personal interpretations rather than organisational 

knowledge and experience. However, since the community management teams of each SME 

represented were quite small this may not have caused vast differences in the results. 

The reliance on self-reported experiences may have led to the inclusion of incomplete or 

biased perceptions, memories, or interpretations. As only one interview was conducted per 

each participant, potential unnoticed misunderstandings or ambiguities may have caused 

errors in the findings. However, most participants agreed to elaborate on their answers or 

answer further questions through private messages or email if such were to emerge. 
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3.5.3 Data Analysis 

As codebook thematic analysis with hybrid coding was chosen as the analytical approach, 

the theory-informed initial codes may have at times dominated the more subtle emerging 

themes. The initial coding was not substantially revised during the analysis, which may have 

limited analytical flexibility. 

Despite conscious effort being made to minimise researcher influence, personal assumptions 

may have shaped the way in which the findings were interpreted. In addition, prior 

familiarity with OBC/OBA literature may have influenced the accuracy of analysis, 

especially when it came to emerging themes not covered by the literature. 
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4 FINDINGS 

This chapter explores the answers provided by the interviewed community managers. The 

findings are oriented to follow the structure laid out by the literature review, and the 

theoretical framework. 

4.1 Types of OBCs 

All of the participants reported having two or more OBCs, which serve different goals and 

utilise different platforms. One participant explained the roles of their communities in the 

following way: 

We have two main channels. In the larger one you are not 

necessarily conversing with the consumers, but rather casting a wide 

net for the potential consumers out there. The real value is generated 

in the often smaller one, where you talk to your existing users. 

In most cases, the participants had the brand’s social media pages play the role of the wider, 

growth-oriented communities funnelling members into the main OBCs. 

4.1.1 Open, Restricted, and Fan-Run OBCs 

Most participants reported hosting both open and restricted OBCs, which again serve 

different roles. The open communities let anyone interested in the brand join, and are thus 

naturally larger in size, but do also require higher levels of resources to manage due to the 

low barrier of entry. These are typically the main OBCs for the companies in terms of 

shaping the brand image. 

The restricted communities, on the other hand, were usually targeted towards ambassadors, 

other VIP community members, and super-fans of the brand. These communities are 

commonly established to test features in a more controlled environment, to source fresh 

ideas, and to receive high-quality feedback. Some even require NDAs to be signed by the 
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community members, when confidential information or experimental features where 

discussed. 

Finally, especially the larger SMEs interviewed reported that fan communities had formed 

around their brands, but because of their inherent distance from the companies, many such 

communities might go completely unnoticed. In most cases, the participants recognised the 

higher level of perceived authenticity in the fan-run communities when compared to the 

SME-managed ones. One participant explained the power fan communities wield: 

If you're such a fan of something that you manage your own 

communities, you're a very hardcore – in the top 1% of the fans. 

These people guide or influence the online conversation. New fans 

will trust their views over the company’s, and they can absolutely 

change the way things are going. 

Some fan communities were found to emerge simply to discuss the brand within smaller, 

more uniform groups of fans, while others are created to avoid the stricter moderation of 

company-managed OBCs – sometimes featuring harmful practices such as piracy and 

password sharing. 

4.2 Joining and Driving Engagement 

The participants provided many potential motivators for both joining OBCs and driving 

engagement in them. When it came to factors drawing people into the communities, the 

affection felt towards the brand was seen as a large motivator. With some participants, the 

values the brand represented were also seen as a major motivator, leading to people joining 

OBCs where they could feel closer to those values. 

Similarly, many participants felt people who had grown fond of brands went online to look 

for spaces to discuss it with likeminded people, resulting in them joining the OBCs. Some 

participants also saw their members initially join the communities to seek support or advice 

on the brand and its offerings, and staying for the connections they made with others within 

the OBCs. 
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With some of the represented SMEs, the business models were very closely linked to their 

communities. These SMEs gain a large part of their revenue from people who are ready to 

pay for inclusion in such OBCs – gaining access to the community’s shared knowledge and 

the company of likeminded individuals. The personal investment was also seen as an 

engagement driver, as members felt not interacting with others would be a waste of the 

membership fee. 

4.2.1 Creating an Engagement-Friendly Environment 

Perhaps the most prominent engagement driver in the participants’ responses, was listening 

and acting on the feedback and ideas of the OBC members. The quality of the back-and-

forth interactions was also highlighted by multiple participants as an important motivator, 

especially early on in the OBCs lifespan, where the volume of posts is lower. When 

describing their most important tasks as a community manager, one participant said: 

The biggest trigger (for engagement) is getting heard, you know: “I 

asked a question in the community, and they heard me... and they 

answered me!“. You simply need to validate their concerns. This is 

exactly what I specialise in. 

Personal security and a welcoming atmosphere were highlighted as major contributors to 

engagement, as users who did not feel safe opening their mouths, or felt that despite being 

in the community they were not part of the in-group, are not going to be the ones posting. 

The importance of clear community guidelines, effective moderation, and transparency in 

data collection and processing were stressed by many participants. 

Another driver contributing to the long-term engagement on OBCs mentioned by the 

participants was the facilitation of casual, off-topic conversation. While this type of 

participation might completely ignore the brand, it was seen as playing a crucial role in 

member retention, with many OBC members forming long-lasting friendships with each 

other. One participant explained this phenomenon in the following way: 

There are many 16-to-20-year-olds for whom it’s almost a part of 

their daily routine. They log on in the morning, chat for a little bit, 
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and then they are off to school. This creates a welcoming place for 

new members to come and chat. 

Finally, while the social progression inside a community was already seen as an engagement 

driver, multiple participants expressed wanting to introduce more gamified elements such as 

leaderboards and awards for especially helpful community members into their OBCs to 

further reward desired behaviour. 

4.2.2 Boosting Community Action 

The participants listed many different practices that could be utilised to elevate the amount 

of community action in OBCs, ranging from simple conversation starters to elaborate 

community events and campaigns. These either took place at regular intervals, or were 

utilised as a response to changes in the OBCs activity or in anticipation of upcoming changes 

or products from the company’s side. 

Especially at the early stages of community building, conversations topics might not arise 

from the community members themselves, and instead need to be passed down by 

community management. The ideas utilised by participants in these scenarios included 

asking for feedback, notifying members of upcoming content, or even asking completely 

off-topic questions to connect with their members. 

Q&A-sessions and other live events were utilised by some participants to bring large parts 

of the community together at the same time. While effective, these types of campaigns were 

recognised as resource intensive, especially with high levels of OBC member participation 

where additional moderation is often necessary. Finally, competitions and giveaways were 

employed by some participants, encouraging users to participate and create content in order 

to potentially win brand-related prizes. 

4.2.3 UGC 

User-generated content, was seen by multiple participants as one of the most desirable and 

effective forms of participation, usually resulting in high rates of responses from other 
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community members, and often strengthening the brand image. The participants also 

recognised how different types of OBCs, and the brands behind them, played a part in the 

prominence of UGC, with others requiring very little effort to fuel its generation: 

We have an absolute edge on this one, since our offering is closely 

tied to a naturally very communal activity. People want to share 

their stuff with us, and the other community members. 

This type of organic UGC, was seen as a potent strength by many participants, who 

highlighted the low amount of work required from them to get their OBC members creating 

and posting their own content. The importance of a satisfaction was also seen as major driver 

for UGC, as creative community members generating content was more likely if the products 

or services offered by the brands were something they were satisfied with. 

As with any type of participation, the participants found one of the main ways to encourage 

UGC to be acknowledging and giving feedback on it. Some utilised UGC in their 

promotional material, or featured it on their social media feeds, but recommended getting 

explicit consent for its usage from the original creator to avoid any legal issues and backlash 

from the community. Community programs such as art competitions were encouraged in 

situations where the creation of UGC was not organically taking place in the OBCs. 

Some participants also wondered whether any form of participation – even casual 

conversations between users – could be seen as UGC in early-stage communities, where 

every sign of activity contributes to member retention. 

4.3 OBC Benefits 

The participants and the SMEs they represented had established their OBCs to gain a range 

of different benefits. 
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4.3.1 Sourcing information 

One of the main benefits sought by all of the participants from their OBCs was the sourcing 

of feedback on existing and upcoming ideas and features. With a wide range of different 

views, OBCs were seen as very effective channels for gaining feedback that reflects the 

views of majority of the userbase, with some bias towards the more hardcore fans who are 

more likely to make their way into such communities: 

When we are unsure, we roll out ideas for testing. Sometimes those 

ideas get shot down, and other times they get universal acclaim. 

Sometimes it’s mixed. But you never want a lukewarm response. This 

means that no one will hate it, but more importantly, no one will love 

it – you’re wasting your time developing something no one wants. 

In addition to idea validation, many participants utilised OBCs to gain an understanding of 

the public consensus around the brand, with the community also providing a direct 

conversation channel to chime in where necessary with minimal possibility of the message 

getting skewed. These OBCs could also be utilised for educating the consumers on the brand 

and its offerings. 

OBCs were also found to contribute towards brand trust and loyalty, with especially the 

back-and-forth dialogue fostered by them resulting in an increased level of trust. In turn, 

being a part of the community was seen as a factor increasing loyalty. However, participants 

highlighted how building trust and loyalty through OBCs was not something that happened 

overnight, but rather through the consistent, high quality management. 

4.3.2 Monetary Benefits 

With some of the participants, facilitating the OBCs was the main source of revenue for the 

SMEs they represented. In these cases, the benefits were very clear. Growing these 

communities also had even stronger implications on the value they offer, as more community 

members often resulted in higher perceived value for the consumers through a network 

effect. 
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Even in cases where the OBCs had been established to support other products and services, 

the indirect effects on revenue were recognised by the participants. Whether they were 

customer acquisition focused communities that were established to move potential 

customers into monetised OBCs, or communities that were aimed to generate positive 

WOM, growth in these communities was always seen as a positive. 

4.3.3 Co-Creation 

All participants brought up examples either directly or indirectly linked to co-creation of the 

brand, and it product or services, emerging from their OBCs. These ranged from genuine 

feedback provided by community members to improve the offerings they loved, to directly 

creating content that could be introduced by the companies. 

The participants highlighted the importance of establishing proper channels and mechanisms 

for co-creation, as without these in place the OBC members were far less likely to 

spontaneously support the brand. Again, acknowledging the efforts of OBC members was 

seen especially motivating: 

In a way, the best way to encourage co-developing the brand is to 

let the members co-create. To spotlight it, implement it, and express 

gratitude. 

One participant also reported cases where OBC members had encountered problems with 

their software and messaging, and in addition to pointing out those problems also providing 

tailored solutions, with sometimes game changing effects. This type of advice had proved 

especially useful when dealing with cultural differences when expanding the business 

internationally. 

Finally, all community-originated efforts to build, sustain, and otherwise help with 

community management, were seen by many participants as indirect ways in which OBC 

members constantly co-create value with the brand. 
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4.4 Online Brand Advocacy (OBA) 

All of the participants highlighted the important role of OBA in their communities, with 

most recognising the perceived authenticity of the advocate as the driving force behind the 

effectiveness of OBA. One participant said the following: 

Our customers, the members of our community, are our best 

spokespeople. They are the ones with the loudest voice when it comes 

to shaping the brand image. 

In addition to authenticity, the enthusiasm expressed by the OBC members – and especially 

the “superfans” of the brand – was seen as a great source and effectiveness multiplier for 

OBA. Many participants brought up the crucial role of relationship management between 

the brand and these opinion leaders, while some participants also mentioned the possibility 

of having “negative enthusiasts” who similarly share a strong attachment to the brand, but 

can negatively influence the online consensus when changes they dislike are introduced. 

4.4.1 OBA Manifestation 

With the differences in industries and offerings, the participants were able to showcase a 

wide range of potential ways in which OBA can manifest itself, not all of which were directly 

related to marketing. 

Growing the community: One of the most commonly brought up manifestations was the 

self-growing quality OBA provided for OBCs. In many cases, advocates had brought new 

members – usually their friends and family members – into the OBCs. With some of the 

participants, whose OBCs were directly linked to their business model, this extended to 

community members bringing in new customers. 

Improving visibility: Some participants expressed how advocates can leverage their own 

social media pages to spread awareness, and even promotional material. One participant 

mentioned the following example: 
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A while back we announced a larger collaborative project with the 

community members, which led to the participants spontaneously 

spreading the message to their own social media followers. It 

worked so well, and it even brought in new customers. 

Positive WOM: In addition to simply spreading awareness, participants reported instances 

in which their OBC members spread positive messages to their peers and strangers online. 

These messages could praise anything from the brand, the offering, to the OBC itself. One 

participant even recalled an OBC member praising the work and personality of the 

participant online. 

Defending the brand: Some participants mentioned situations in which they had seen OBC 

members doing the job of community managers. While utilising volunteer moderators was 

a widely utilised asset across many participants, these cases stood out with the regular 

community members calming down online negativity, correcting misinformation, and 

putting themselves between the brand and online critics. 

Contacting potential clients: One participant even brought up a scenario in which a 

member of their OBC had spontaneously contacted their city council in order to introduce 

the company and its offering, and reported the encounter back to the brand afterwards. 

4.4.2 Challenges of OBA 

Most participants brought up effective measuring as their main challenge linked to OBA. 

Unless utilising tools such as referral codes, the actual impact of advocacy is near impossible 

to quantify. However, despite the quantitative measurement difficulties, all participants 

reported that the existence of OBA can be verified within their OBCs, even if its extent 

cannot be directly perceived. 

Another prominent problem with OBA is its inherent lack of control from the brand’s side. 

Many participants highlighted how valuable of an asset the direct control over advocate 

messaging could be, but simultaneously understood that the separation between the brand 

and the OBC members is the source of the authenticity that gives OBA its effectiveness. One 

participant put it in the following way: 
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Of course, I would want it (OBA) to be more regular and controlled, 

and I’ve tried to achieve this by utilising influencers (brand 

ambassadors). It could just be my industry, but you really cannot 

directly control it. 

However, while the direct control of OBA was perceived impossible, most participants 

recognised the indirect influence of their actions on fuelling OBA. The participants mostly 

attributed this to OBC member satisfaction. Community members who feel that their voices 

are heard and are satisfied with their role in the community often start expressing OBA-

linked behaviour. One participant said: 

When a member is engaged, and feels trust and loyalty towards the 

brand and the community, I think it’s easy for them to turn into 

advocates. The hard part is getting them in the community and 

engaging with it. 

Most other participants shared this sentiment, viewing OBA as a natural course of 

progression for many OBC members, even if not all OBC members – perhaps due to 

differences in personalities – partake in OBA. 

4.4.3 Brand Ambassadors 

In addition to OBA, many participants utilised online brand ambassadors to spread messages 

to the community. While ambassadors might not be truly spontaneous brand advocates, 

participants saw them as a communication channel that consumers perceive as more 

authentic. One participant explained the distinction between brand messaging and 

ambassador messaging: 

Many people may have a level of distrust towards companies, but 

when they hear a message from someone they feel connected to it is 

received better. Also, unlike hearing it from a random community 

member, we have more control and the message stays truthful. 
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In the examples provided by the participants, ambassadors were usually sourced from their 

own OBCs. These were typically content creators and other dedicated fans of the brands, 

who had built their own following within the communities, and had been discovered and 

often nurtured by the community managers. Some sought-after qualities were good 

communication skills, a high level of knowledge of the brand, and perhaps most importantly, 

genuine, authentic passion for the brand. 

Some participants utilised ambassador programs to help manage the process, usually 

featuring restricted communities dedicated to this task. The relationship between the brand 

and its ambassadors was perceived as symbiotic, with mutual benefits fuelling the exchange 

of favours. The opportunity to work with the brand to gain unique insights and experiences 

was seen as one of the main motivators for the ambassadors, and in some cases also 

contributed towards their career building. 

4.5 OBC Management Challenges and Pitfalls 

Many different challenges and potential pitfalls linked to OBC management emerged in the 

interviews. The focus in this chapter will be on those most prominently highlighted by the 

participants, with some potential solutions also explored. Many practical challenges of 

smaller companies such as internet problems, bureaucracy, and legal challenges were 

excluded. 

4.5.1 Negativity 

Negative messages in the OBCs was a uniform experience among all participants, in this  

case referring to pessimistic messaging, and not including toxic behaviour such as verbal 

abuse. Negativity was seen as a natural part of community large enough to have 

differentiating opinions. One participant shared their experiences with negative voices: 

Some brands are more prone to this than others. Any time we post 

something in our communities, the same negative commenters show 

up like a clockwork. It has nothing to do with what you post. They 

simply complain because they believe that drives change. 
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Many participants called for patience when dealing with such cases, encouraging non-

antagonistic relationship building between the community managers and the negative 

commenters. Overly keen censorship of negative comments was advised against, as it 

directly affects the perceived openness and engagement in the community. 

Additionally, some participants highlighted a bias towards negativity in their OBCs, with 

community members being more likely to post about topics they were unhappy with, and 

being silently satisfied with topics they liked. On the other hand, the value of these negative 

voices was also recognised, as they guide the community managers to the matters truly 

inconveniencing their community members. 

4.5.2 Toxicity, Trolling, and Disinformation 

While most of the participants recognised the importance of allowing negative comments in 

their OBCs, every participant agreed on the damage caused by deliberate toxic behaviour, 

such as the spreading of disinformation and trolling. These problems were found to be 

prominent on anonymous platforms, where the true identities of posters were protected. 

Disinformation, not to be confused with unintentional misinformation, was seen as a 

considerable problem by some of the bigger SMEs represented in the interviews. One 

participant explained their views in the following way: 

We see this in our communities, and especially in the fan-run ones. 

You cannot tell whether it is intentional or not, but people are just 

spreading wrong information, or blatant lies. 

With just a few toxic community members starting to spread disinformation, even those with 

pure intentions might latch onto the skewed narrative. The importance of effective 

communication was stressed, with the main task of community managers in these scenarios 

being to identify the misinformation in their communities and correct it. 

Trolling – purposefully seeking to upset others – was also present in some of the participants’ 

OBCs. This was found to be more common on social media, as many of the trolls do not 

share the same passion for the brand the OBC members do, and thus were much more likely 
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to not go through the effort of actually joining the communities. Some participants also 

highlighted a level of self-governance in their OBCs, where passionate community members 

were calling out the “trolls” on their behaviour. 

4.5.3 Moderation 

The topic of moderation was explored by all participants, with especially the larger OBCs 

leveraging enthusiastic community members in the form of volunteer moderators. These 

were usually active community members that the community managers had spotted and 

recruited – a process similar to ambassador sourcing described in an earlier chapter. 

While often extremely diligent, some participants highlighted risks linked to volunteer 

moderators, especially ones with no official, contractual ties to the company: 

We found it easy to find volunteer moderators, but the true challenge 

was finding ones you could trust – ones who would not spin out of 

control and start spouting slurs when they faced backlash. To help 

we had a strict list of criteria the moderators needed to fulfil. 

On top of volunteer moderators, many participants highlighted how well managed, respectful 

communities can have any of their members stand up to misconduct when spotting it, 

essentially self-governing the OBC to a degree. Automated moderation though keywords 

and artificial intelligence were also utilised by many participants to lessen the burden of 

moderators. 

4.5.4 Balancing Brand and Personalities 

One of the challenges with most differing views among the participants had to do with the 

choice of either portraying the community managers with their own faces and personalities, 

or behind the cover of the brand. Strong arguments for both approaches were presented, 

especially with the different business models and industries of the participants. 
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From the top management point of view, community managers with strong personalities 

might present a personnel risk. If the OBCs revolve strongly around the personal brands of 

the managers, instead of the brand of the company, personnel changes might cause instability 

among the OBC members. Perhaps unsurprisingly, in smaller SMEs, where the community 

managers are themselves founders, or otherwise in the management team, this was not seen 

as a problem, but rather as a strength. 

Authenticity, one of the potential advantages of SMEs over their larger counterparts, was 

also a topic brought up by multiple participants. Including key personnel such as the founders 

in the communities was seen as a factor lowering boundaries for participation, and increasing 

the level of trust, loyalty, and satisfaction. One participant explained their experience on the 

matter: 

When you're at that stage where your company is under 10 

employees, it's a family affair, and showing your face builds trust. 

You can even become this community hero. But when you scale up 

and you go over, let's say, 50 employees, then you want to have this 

protective shield of anonymity. 

This privacy provided by anonymity was brought up by many participants, with multiple 

examples of toxic OBC members directly harassing the community managers presented. 

Some participants recommended using pseudonyms when having to show ones face, and 

giving all community managers the option to protect their privacy if they so wish. 

4.5.5 Pitfalls 

The participants had many examples of mistakes and traps that can lead to protesting from 

the OBC members, or possibly bring down entire communities or SMEs, especially in the 

early building stage where the community managers might be the ones also managing the 

whole SME. 

Missing Traction and Overspending: Many participants advised to not invest large 

amounts of money and resources in OBC building before organic, spontaneous conversation 

on the brand can be found on the internet. 
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Overreliance and Tunnel Vision: Trusting the opinions and feedback of the community 

members was seen as something that can be taken too far, with participants encouraging 

objective thinking when making business decisions. Similarly, consistently ignoring the 

feedback of the community while focusing too much on your own ideas can be just as 

damaging. 

Overpromising: While transparency between the company and its OBCs was generally seen 

as a positive, too much information too early can snowball out of hand. Many participants 

advised exercising caution when sharing details or collecting feedback on work-in-progress 

features and products, as the OBC members tend to latch onto these ideas, and feel betrayed 

if they are ultimately not introduced. Restricted OBCs were recommended as a solution for 

this problem. 

Complacency: Finally, once a stable OBC has been built, some companies tend to focus an 

increasing share of the resources on getting new customers and community members, while 

ignoring their existing members and customers. This can lead to the OBCs imploding despite 

previous success. 

4.6 Managing OBCs 

This section includes more general advise on community management from the participants 

– especially for SME’s – that does not directly fall under the other topics in the findings. 

OBC related measurement is also discussed here. 

4.6.1 Qualities of a Good Community Manager 

Many qualities which company management should seek when recruiting community 

managers – and that community managers were encouraged to train – were highlighted, 

including the following: 

Authenticity: As one participant put it, consumers are increasingly aware of overly PR-

friendly responses. Community managers were advised to show that it truly is a person the 
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OBC members are chatting with, and be as transparent as possible about how the community 

is managed. 

Openness: Community managers were encouraged to be open, and allow uncomfortable 

conversations as long as they comply with OBC’s rules. A community manager should also 

be easily approachable, and display that they truly are listening to the members. 

Patience: A high level of patience was seen as a great virtue. Community managers were 

recommended to keep their cool when facing negative comments, and to recognise that they 

rarely are personal attacks against them. Frustrating situations should be treated with 

positivity and understanding, not further escalation. 

Respect and Trust: OBC managers were advised to treat members with trust and respect. 

Respectful conduct in all situations teaches the problematic members that trolling does not 

have the desired effect, while trusting the members tends to grow reciprocating trust towards 

the community management. 

Objective Vision: Community managers were also recommended to not heavily internalise 

only a subset of comments they see, but rather maintain a holistic picture of the different 

views OBC members might share. Communities are not homogenous “hiveminds”, and no 

comment represents the entirety of the member base. 

4.6.2 Seeding and Growing 

When it comes to community building and gaining initial traction, the participants discussed 

a range of tactics to utilise. While some of these tactics could speed up parts of the journey, 

community building was overall seen as a slow, continuous process: 

It’s a constant effort, and you cannot let it go untended. You should 

not obsess about it either, but it’s very much like tending to a garden: 

you’ve got to water it, fertilise it, give it a little sun, or otherwise it 

will wither. 



65 

 

 

At the outset, the participant stressed the importance of having clear goals and a solid 

understanding of the target audience for new OBCs. These should guide both the setup of 

the community and the choice of platform, with the recommendation to establish the 

community where the audience already is. In one case, the participant’s SME had built its 

own community platform, which they reported offered greater transparency regarding 

privacy and data protection, among other benefits. 

Having a backlog of content and early community activity was seen as a crucial factor in 

getting a successful launch. Without these in place, even if new users join in steadily, there 

is very little keeping them in the community. This could lead to never reaching the critical 

mass required for the OBC to sustain itself. Having a well-timed, efficient marketing 

campaign for the community itself was recommended by multiple participants, as without 

the knowledge of the communities, no one will join them. 

A short‑term solution offered by many participants was the artificial boosting of 

participation and content creation. With a larger early investment, paid influencers could be 

utilised to spread awareness of the OBCs and interact with their members, harnessing their 

follower bases to generate early traction. In a pinch, “dogfooding” – the practice of company 

personnel, friends, or others joining the OBC to boost the initial numbers – was seen as a 

potential option, though discretion was advised to not unsettle actual new members. 

Finally, leveraging other communities was recommended as a viable seeding tactic by 

multiple participants. If fan communities already exist before the launch of official OBCs, 

interacting with them as the brand can move fans over to the company-managed OBC. 

Additionally, communities born around similar brands and topics could be used to source 

early community members. However, this should be done in a subtle and delicate manner – 

complying with the community rules – to not appear too pushy. 

4.6.3 Measuring Success 

Measuring OBC performance was seen as an essential step in efficient community 

management by most participants, and even those who had not employed measurement 

efforts in their OBCs recognised the importance of understanding the current state and 
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changes in their communities – even if this picture was only based on personal observations. 

One participant said the following on the importance of measuring: 

Growing and maintaining a community requires measuring, because 

otherwise you would be sailing that ship with your eyes closed. With 

no response from the community, you would never know what they 

like and what they dislike. 

When asked on their measurement challenges, many participants brought up the problem of 

putting important community dynamics into quantitative metrics. For example, the value 

different OBC members and their posts contributed towards the community was seen as 

something often very hard to put numbers to. 

Participants expressed how important it is for community managers to thoroughly 

understand their OBCs to recognise the qualitative patterns and feedback each action from 

the company receives – even if the numerical data desired by top management could not be 

sourced this way: 

There really are no one-size-fits-all solutions. We are lucky our 

company understands that. It’s very hard to know which posts are 

going to go viral within the community. If we could, we would 

obviously do it every time, but that’s just not how it works. 

Measurements such as post and comment numbers are typically metrics that the participants 

could automatically gain access to on their community platforms of choice. Feedback 

surveys and questionnaires were also utilised by many participants to source more tailored 

information. A steady, measurable growth in numbers was seen as the primary goal in most 

participants’ eyes. Focusing on and trying to understand statistical anomalies was generally 

advised against, as the factors contributing to their success are often highly multi-faceted 

and hard to pinpoint. 
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4.7 SME-Specific Observations 

Finally, the participants highlighted multitude of ways in which OBC management of SMEs 

differs from larger counterparts. A common consensus among the participants was that 

OBCs are generally underutilised among SMEs, with especially small companies potentially 

seeing it as a waste of time. However, the fact that the value OBCs can provide also depends 

on the industry and business model was highlighted. 

4.7.1 SME Challenges and Advantages in OBC Management 

The main SME-specific challenges brought up by the participants were tied to the limited 

amount of resources available. Many participants listed community programs and other 

activities, that they wanted to run, but were ultimately not able to because of lacking 

resources. In multiple cases, participants also expressed how some SMEs, when struggling 

financially, drastically cut resources and personnel from community management, 

potentially leading to delayed problems within the communities themselves. 

While the challenges participants listed focused largely on resource limitations, the 

advantages had more to do with the level of connection between the company and its OBC 

members. Most participants recognised the higher levels of intimacy in their OBCs, 

especially when it comes to OBC members interacting with the SME personnel. Members 

in SME-managed OBCs were also seen as more likely to feel like they truly were co-building 

the brand they love.  

Also, the agility and flexibility of SMEs in comparison to large enterprises was seen as an 

advantage. Lowers levels of bureaucracy mean that participants and their SMEs were quicker 

to react to arising problems and challenges in their OBCs, and smaller communities make it 

easier for each OBC member to have their voice heard. 

4.7.2 Cost-Effectiveness of OBCs 

Despite the challenges, all of the participants expressed how they see OBCs as very cost-

effective assets in their marketing toolkit, partly because of the low running costs, and 
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relatively low amount of personnel required – perfect for resource limited SMEs. One 

participant said the following: 

At the start you really only need one person. Once the community 

gets to, say, a few hundred active users, you might need to scale up. 

But with one-to-two people, and some volunteer moderators from the 

community, you can effectively manage quite large communities. 

Even companies with few total personnel viewed OBCs as something that only requires one 

dedicated manager, who often focuses on other tasks on the side. Many participants also 

commented on the different levels of dedicated resources different OBCs and target 

audiences require, with some OBCs, such as highly competitive gaming communities 

requiring more moderation than others due to higher levels of toxicity. 

In addition to low operating costs, many participants highlighted the marketing effectiveness 

of OBCs in comparison to more traditional digital marketing tools. A participant explained 

their views on the marketing performance of OBCs in the following way: 

I find the ROI to be much higher when I do my marketing through 

my communities, than for example giving that money to Meta. That 

time and money is very hard to spend anywhere else as efficiently. 

The effect is the same (as with traditional marketing methods), but 

the cost is only a fraction. 

However, despite the perceived high effectiveness, many participants expressed the 

importance of not relying purely on OBCs because of the inherently lower level of control 

on the messaging. 
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5 DISCUSSION 

This final chapter of the thesis summarises the empirical findings from the viewpoint of the 

theoretical framework. The research questions are answered here, forming a set of guiding 

principles for SME practitioners seeking to build and utilise their own OBCs in their 

marketing. 

At the end, this chapter also compares the empirical results with the theoretical background, 

highlighting the consistencies and inconsistencies, as well as exploring the novel findings 

potentially opening up new avenues for research in the future. 

5.1 Practical Implications 

The research questions introduced in the first chapter focus on inspecting the OBA-creation 

mechanism of OBCs in the context of resource-limited SMEs. By verifying the validity of 

the theoretical framework and introducing important nuance to it, the empirical research 

contributed towards the main objective of this study: compiling a practical guide for SME 

practitioners looking to utilise OBCs in their marketing toolkit. This chapter introduces the 

main takeaways of the guide, with a more elaborate version going into further detail available 

in the appendices (Appendix 3). 

The main research question focused on the entire process detailed in the theoretical 

framework, starting from the drivers bringing consumers into OBC and fuelling engagement, 

and ending with brand action in the form of OBA taking place inside and outside the confines 

of the OBC: 

MRQ: How can SMEs leverage Online Brand Communities (OBCs) to foster Online Brand 

Advocacy (OBA)? 

As further discussed in the upcoming theoretical contributions, the main OBC-to-OBA 

mechanism of the theoretical framework was reflected by the participants’ professional 

experiences. This allows us to confidently approach the practical implications from the 
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viewpoint of this mechanism, the components of which the sub-research questions broke 

down. 

5.1.1 Driving Engagement 

The first sub-question revolved around drivers motivating consumers to join SME-managed 

OBCs and strengthening engagement – the psychological engine resulting in active 

participation: 

SRQ1: What drivers can SMEs utilise to build engagement in their OBCs? 

Perhaps the most powerful engagement driver is getting heard. When OBC members can 

share their views and feedback with brand representatives who acknowledge them, and act 

on that feedback, members become increasingly committed to the OBC. Such 

acknowledgement and responsiveness from the brand the OBC members are enthusiastic 

about motivates them to actively participate in the community, co-creating brand value and 

culture. SMEs have a unique advantage here: due to less bureaucratic friction genuinely 

acknowledging and acting on user feedback becomes easier. 

Social drivers sustain long-term engagement. SMEs should set up their OBCs so that 

members can easily form social connections with each other, enhancing the level at which 

an individual identifies with the OBC. The inclusion of off-topic conversation channels can 

be a great approach to enable socialisation, as long as the OBC does not derail from its 

intended purpose. 

5.1.2 Creating the Self-Reinforcing Cycle 

The second sub-question focused on setting the SME-managed OBCs up for long-term 

success by building strong inter-community relationships required to establish the self-

reinforcing loop: 

SRQ2: How can SMEs structure and manage their OBCs to sustain them in the long term? 
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Self-sustaining OBCs allow engaged members to participate in meaningful community 

action, which results in improved relationships – built on trust, loyalty, and love – between 

both OBC members and the community, as well as OBC members and the brand. As these 

relationships improve, the members become increasingly committed to the OBC, fuelling 

their engagement and initiating the reinforcing loop. 

Participation in community action can be encouraged by the OBC-management by 

presenting conversation topics, events, and meaningful ways to contribute towards the 

sustainment of the OBC. A safe environment is a prerequisite for community action; 

members who do not feel safe will not participate. Volunteer moderators can be leveraged 

by equipping enthusiastic OBC members who feel a responsibility to guard the community 

from negative influences with the necessary tools, lessening the workload of dedicated 

managers and freeing up company resources. 

SMEs have a distinct advantage when it comes to building these relationships; SME-hosted 

OBCs are perceived by consumers as more authentic – true to their central values. This 

authenticity strengthens the internal mechanisms of OBCs, making the establishment of the 

reinforcing loop relatively easier in comparison to larger, corporate competitors. SMEs 

should approach OBC-management with this authenticity as their guiding principle, staying 

honest, respectful, and open-minded. 

5.1.3 Cultivating OBA 

The final sub-question scoped in on achieving the pro-brand behaviour providing SMEs with 

an invaluable marketing opportunity: 

SRQ3: What practices within SME-managed OBCs most efficiently encourage brand action, 

particularly OBA? 

The central takeaway of the empirical research was the fact that OBA emerges naturally 

when the sustained engagement and community action has strengthened the consumer-brand 

relationship to the level where the individual OBC members exhibit their loyalty towards 

the brand through brand action. Trying to engineer or control OBA mostly results in the 

opposite, damaging the crucial relationships. 
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While OBA cannot directly be controlled by the SME managing the OBC, a middle-ground 

between authentic advocacy and brand control can be achieved through the utilisation of 

community ambassadors. These distinguished community members are the influencers of 

OBCs. They can be handpicked and platformed by the brand to deliver its messaging through 

a filter of authenticity. 

To conclude, SMEs are uniquely positioned to build the kinds of OBCs that large 

corporations cannot: intimate, authentic, and co-created with their brand enthusiasts. By 

leveraging these qualities, SMEs can enhance the internal community-sustaining, OBA-

cultivating mechanisms of OBCs, resulting in genuine competitive advantage. 

5.2 Theoretical Contributions 

The second objective of the study was to expand the theoretical understanding of OBCs by 

inspecting the phenomena from the under-researched viewpoint of SMEs. The empirical 

findings of the research mostly align with the prior literature, supporting the OBC-to-OBA 

process detailed in the theoretical framework. In some cases, however, the findings introduce 

additional nuances, even contradictions, to the established theory. 

5.2.1 Different Types of OBCs 

As explained by Zaglia (2013), OBCs can take on many forms and utilise a wide range of 

different platforms. This is supported by the findings, with most of the participants – even 

in the smallest of the SMEs represented – utilising at the very least two different OBCs 

hosted on different platforms. 

Many participants described a two-channel approach to their SME’s OBC management, 

where a broader community was cultivated to spread awareness and funnel new people into 

a smaller community where the main value for the company was created. However, these 

broader communities often referred simply to social media users engaging with the brand on 

its public channels, and as such do not adhere to the classic markers of community introduced 

by Muniz and O’Guinn (2001). While not true online communities in this context, these 

loosely defined online spheres still enable two-way interaction with the brand, and  many 
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SME community managers view them as part of a larger brand community. This indicates a 

clear mismatch between the theoretical definitions and managerial practice. 

Consumer-run communities were consistently brought up by the participants, and their 

inherent strengths and weaknesses from the brand’s point of view were widely recognised. 

These fan communities were seen as more authentic and the voices of their members carried 

a potent power to influence the brand’s image online, just as depicted by Lee et al. (2010).  

Similarly, Pedeliento et al. (2020) suggest that these consumer-run communities are 

powerful but less controllable. They should be supported, not dominated, by the brand. Many 

participants agreed with this view, suggesting open dialogue with these communities, and in 

some cases even mentioned drawing members from them into the official OBCs of the brand 

as a growth strategy. This resembles with Lee et al. (2010) discussing the possibility of 

empowering fan communities rather than building new ones from the ground up. The 

participants however recognised that such efforts should be as non-intrusive and respectful 

as possible to not turn the powerful fan communities against the company behind the brand. 

5.2.2 Engagement Drivers 

The three-categories of OBC drivers described by Wirtz et al. (2013) – brand-related, social, 

and functional – were all represented in the participants’ answers. However, some 

engagement drivers brought up by the participants do not directly fit under any of the three 

categories. 

One of the participants reported engagement in their OBCs being fuelled by the members’ 

alignment with the brands mission. While the mission is closely associated with the brand, 

these mission-motivated members join the OBC because it represents a way to express 

themselves through a cause. Similarly, while the mission might have social and functional 

dimensions to it, these members are driven by the desire for self-expression, rather than by 

the brand, social interaction, or functional utility. This suggests that the three categories 

described by Wirtz et al. (2013) might lack depth when it comes to such identity related 

motivations, which more closely resemble the findings of authors such as Sohail (2022) and 

Ray et al. (2014) who list self-identity verification as a key engagement driver. 
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Another participant brought up the importance of financial involvement. OBC members who 

had invested money into their membership reportedly felt the need to get the most out of 

their commitment, and potentially felt a stronger personal connection to the community. 

While the work of authors such as Wirtz et al. (2013) covers the usage of monetary and other 

utilitarian benefits as drivers, the topic of membership fees and financial investment as 

drivers motivating engagement and increasing commitment is missing from the existing 

OBC literature. 

While not explicitly asked to define engagement, the participant’s responses signalled 

variation in how they understood it, with some recognising it as a psychological condition 

as described by Ray et al. (2014) and others using the term interchangeably with active 

participation. This is likely explained by the contrast between the abstract nature of 

engagement and the practical task of a community manager; managers set up the conditions 

for engagement through concrete actions and see it manifest as behaviour. From a 

practitioner’s perspective, looking beneath the behavioural layer of OBCs to analyse the 

underlying psychological conditions can provide valuable insights, but is not a requirement 

for the day-to-day community management. 

Despite the differences in the understanding of engagement, the importance of setting up the 

right conditions for member participation was widely recognised by the participants, closely 

mirroring the existing literature. The representatives of the brand – the community managers 

– actively acknowledging the community members was seen as one the greatest motivators 

behind community action, closely resembling the concept of CBE defined by Hollebeek et 

al. (2014) and expanded upon by Amoah et al. (2022). The participants however expanded 

upon this by detailing the effectiveness of not only responding to the members, but also 

having the company visibly act upon the OBC member initiative. This kind of consumer 

agency is central to co-creation, which strengthens the internal relationships of the OBC, 

feeding back into engagement (Brodie et al., 2013). 

5.2.3 Community Action 

Different forms of community action emerge from findings, but no major inconsistencies 

with the existing literature can be identified. The behaviour expressed by the participants’ 
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OBC members reflects the activities listed in chapter 2: Social Interaction, Knowledge 

Collaboration, Community Maintenance, Passive Participation, Resource Contribution, 

Impression Management Practices, and Brand Use Practices. (Ancillai et al., 2025; Butler, 

2001; Faraj et al., 2011; Malinen, 2015; Schau et al., 2009) 

A prominent theme among the participants’ responses was the utilisation of volunteer 

community moderators who are provided elevated administrative rights to control the 

messaging in the OBCs. While the literature focuses on explaining the self-governing 

qualities of OBCs (Butler, 2001), the managerial input required for spotting, training, and 

equipping volunteer moderators in brand-managed OBCs is lacking. 

5.2.4 Relationship Building 

The role of consumer-brand relationships is covered extensively in the findings. Sustained 

engagement and participation was seen as the main way of developing these relationships, 

just as the literature suggests (Paruthi et al., 2022; Schau et al., 2009; Yunus et al., 2024). It 

was also widely recognised that this process takes time and requires constant effort from the 

community managers. Most participants brought up the importance of not taking those 

relationships for granted. Especially small, SME-managed OBCs are intimate and trust is 

personal. Broken promises can cause disproportionate damage. 

5.2.5 Brand Action and OBA 

Brand action, including OBA, was observed by all participants within their OBCs. A widely 

held belief among the participants was that this sort of behaviour is a natural extension of 

sustained engagement and strong community relationships, aligning with the findings of 

Anaya-Sánchez et al. (2020) and Martinéz-López et al. (2021). Rather than explicitly seeking 

to build OBA, the main focus of most of the participants was in setting up the conditions for 

the OBC to thrive – OBA follows naturally. 

Wilk et al.’s (2019, 2018) four OBA types are evident in the findings. OBC members of the 

participants rose to defend the brand, shared information, positive messaging, and expressed 

their support through a range of visual cues. The measurement difficulties detailed by Wilk 
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et al. (2021) were consistently discussed by the participants, who often acknowledged the 

existence of OBA, but in most cases found it exceedingly hard to measure and often relied 

on qualitative observations rather than metrics. 

From participants recognising their OBC members as their best spokespeople to others 

deeply respecting the influence of well-regarded community heroes, the observations of 

OBA’s powerful impact on shaping the brand image came up in all of the interviews. Most 

examples provided by the participants aligned with Wilk et al.’s (2021, 2019, 2018). The 

effectiveness of OBA was attributed to its authenticity, which, while not directly expressed 

in the featured literature, is strongly implied by the non-incentivised, peer-to-peer nature of 

it (Wilk et al., 2019, 2018). 

While the participants expressed the inherent lack of direct control from the brand when it 

comes to OBA behaviour, many had utilised purpose-picked brand ambassadors from their 

OBCs as a middle-ground solution between authentically perceived messaging and full 

brand control. Leveraging such ambassadors, handpicked by the community managers from 

among the OBC members, is currently not well-theorised in the OBC literature, suggesting 

a potential avenue for future research. 

5.2.6 SME Context and Advantages 

The topic of authenticity is a recurring theme in the interview data, and is often connected 

to the high levels of member commitment within brand-managed OBCs. This supports the 

findings of Eggers et al. (2013). Participants consistently cited intimacy, openness, access to 

the entrepreneurs, and close value alignment as factors boosting the effectiveness of their 

OBCs. 

While the literature suggests the involvement of key corporate figures within the OBCs as 

an authenticity driver (Eggers et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2011), the participants had mixed 

views of the practical benefits of this approach. Multiple participants displayed their 

personalities, even opening up about their personal life. Others purposefully avoided sharing 

personal information due to concerns related to privacy and safety. In some cases, the 

involvement of strong personalities was seen as risk for SME management, as OBCs might 
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start building around the personal brands of the community managers, resulting in problems 

when personnel changes take place. 

5.3 Limitations and Future Research Directions 

Revolving around an exploratory, qualitative research, this study was not conducted to form 

generalisable findings, but rather explore an under-represented context in the OBC literature. 

The sample of the empirical research was limited both in terms of size and international 

representation, potentially rendering some of its findings inaccurate under other cultural 

contexts. Further studies could aim to explore the dynamics covered in this research on a 

grander scale, potentially discovering new SME-specific dimensions altering the OBC 

mechanisms covered by the established theory. 

Almost all of the participants defined OBCs, and thus online communities, more loosely than 

authors Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) suggest through their three markers of community. By 

including social media users who interact with the brand as an extension of the more bounded 

brand communities, the participants indicate a difference between the professionals’ multi-

layered understanding of online communities and that of the established theory. Especially 

since the definition of online communities has been debated by researchers, a more accurate, 

uniform understanding of how OBCs truly can be defined in the contemporary social media 

landscape, how the dynamics of different OBCs differ, and how they interact with each other 

should be researched. 

Some of the participants hosted OBCs with membership fees, and reported the financial 

commitment to enhance their level of engagement. Such communities are not represented in 

the current OBC literature, and the role of financial involvement has not been researched as 

an engagement driver for OBCs. This opens a clear future research avenue: how does the 

involvement of financial stakes influence the internal workings of an OBC, as well as 

member commitment, participation, and advocacy. Understanding of this topic could prove 

especially helpful to companies that receive a large part of their revenue through such OBCs. 

All of the participants with larger OBCs reported utilising volunteer community members in 

the moderation of the communities. By empowering enthusiastic OBC members, these 
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companies are able to reduce their workload, saving crucial resources for more critical tasks. 

However, risks are always present when people outside of company’s control participate in 

its operations. A future research direction could be exploring how companies, especially 

SMEs, can approach leveraging volunteers and manage the risks tied to them. 

Finally, in terms of the OBA focus of this research, one of the most interesting findings had 

to do with the SME’s utilising handpicked community ambassadors as a hybrid between the 

authentic advocacy and brand control. While this resembles the well-researched field of 

influencer marketing, this practice lacks coverage in the existing OBC literature. A future 

research should explore the trade-offs of such ambassadors, and investigate how the 

possibility of regular community members being promoted into valuable co-operation 

partners for the brand affects engagement.  
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1: The Interview Guide 

The following interview guide, with tailored modifications based on the participant, was 

utilised in the interviewing process. The interviews in most cases diverted from this guide in 

order to focus on the potentially novel matters the interviewee had most experience in. 

 

Introduction 

Personal introduction, brief overview of the study, confidentiality and filling of the consent 

form, background of the participant, level of OBC-management experience... 

OBC Background 

Could you describe your current OBC(s)? What benefits are expected of them? What kind 

of strategies are implemented in managing those OBCs? 

SME Background 

Has the SME status (e.g. resource limitations) impacted the role of OBCs in your marketing? 

How? How does it affect the way you manage your OBCs? 

Engagement Drivers and Participation 

What do you see as the main motivators behind your OBC members engaging within it? 

What practices have your found most effective for promoting active participation and 

engagement within the OBCs? 

UGC and Co-Creation 

How do you encourage OBC members to generate their own content? What kind of co-

creation processes do you have in place for value co-creation? 
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Benefits of OBCs 

What kind of results have you gained by utilising OBCs? Have those results met your 

objectives? How have your OBC members expressed brand trust, loyalty, and love? 

OBA-Related Observations 

What factors have you found to drive OBC members towards OBA? Could you provide 

examples of OBA originating from your OBCs? 

OBC-Related Challenges 

What kind of challenges have you encountered in motivating engagement? How have you 

addressed those challenges? How does the company control affect member behaviour? How 

do you balance control with authenticity and openness.  
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Appendix 2: The Codebook 

These codes, informed by the theoretical background, were in place when beginning the 

thematic analysis of the interview transcriptions: 

Main Code Subcodes 

Types of OBCs Company Managed, Consumer Managed 

Drivers Brand Drivers, Functional Drivers, Social Drivers 

Engagement  

Participation UGC, Co-creation, Lurking, Social, Brand Action 

Benefits Growth, Awareness, Feedback, Brand Trust, Brand Loyalty, Brand 

Love 

OBA Drivers, Inward OBA, Outward OBA 

Challenges Trolling, Negativity, Anaemic Communities 

OBC Management Moderation, Virtues, Involvement of Key Corporate Figures, 

Seeding, Critical Mass 

Measuring Quantitative, Qualitative, Measuring Challenges 

SME Status Advantages, Cost-Effectiveness, Resource Limitations 

 

New codes were added as novel or unanticipated findings emerged (marked with +): 

 

Main Code Subcodes 

Types of OBCs + Restricted, Unorthodox (Social Media) 

Drivers + Financial Commitment, Shared Mission 

Engagement  

Participation  

Benefits + Following Public Consensus, Idea Validation, Consumer 

Education, Financial Benefits 

OBA  

Challenges + Overpromising, Excessive Brand Control, Tunnel Vision, 

Privacy, Pitfalls 

OBC Management + Slow Process 

Measuring + Spikes and Anomalies 

SME Status + Underutilisation of OBCs 

+ Ambassadors + Authenticity, Virtues 
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Appendix 3: Practical OBC-to-OBA Guide for SMEs 

The following guide summarises the discussed OBC-literature, theoretical framework, and 

the findings of the empirical study. The results are composited into a practical set of steps 

for SME practitioners looking to build their own OBCs and leverage them for OBA-based 

marketing. The following contains both repetition of findings covered in the main thesis 

structure, as well as more niche examples of community management experiences from the 

interview participants not significant enough to be included in the main body. 

1 Foundation 

The very first step is recognising whether your SMEs is in the right place for an OBC, what 

kind of objectives they can help fulfil, and what types of OBCs fit your unique needs. 

1.1 Do you need an OBC? 

While OBCs can offer resource-limited companies a powerful marketing channel, not every 

SME needs an OBC. Industry, business model, customer base, and the company’s stage in 

its lifecycle all impact the effectiveness and usefulness of building and maintaining an OBC. 

The following questions are worth considering: 

Are people talking about 

your brand online? 

If no organic conversation about your brand takes place on 

your social media pages, in related online communities, or 

elsewhere on the internet, the demand for your OBC does 

not yet exists. 

Do you have the capacity 

for consistent OBC 

management? 

OBCs greatly impact your brands public image, and can 

often be the place your potential customers go to research 

the brand. If OBCs are created, but then neglected, they 

can sidetrack and irreparably damage your brand’s image 

online. Luckily, just one person is often enough to manage 

small OBCs. 

Is your target audience 

online? 

Not all target audiences prefer online spaces. If your 

customers are not online, investing crucial resources into 

building an OBC is a misguided effort. 

 

Launching an OBC too early results in an anaemic community, where members’ posts 

receive no consistent responses, and which quickly lose any ongoing activity without 

massive efforts from its community managers. However, if you anticipate the need for an 
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OBC in the future, preparing ahead of time is a smart move. Setting up the technological 

implementation, preparing a backlog of content, and charting customer behaviour ahead of 

time can make an OBC’s launch much more fluent. 

1.2 Setting the Objectives 

Having clearly defined objectives and goals for OBC management is a crucial precursor for 

understanding what kind of OBCs you should establish and how you should manage them. 

Here are some common benefits practitioners seek from their OBCs: 

Feature Validation Efficient product/service development needs input from 

customers. OBCs, especially restricted ones, allow 

companies to test upcoming features within a bounded, 

controlled environment. 

Sourcing Feedback OBCs concentrate true brand enthusiasts in a bounded 

environment, allowing the managing company to gauge the 

opinions of their most valuable customers. Community 

managers represent the brand and allow for a two-way 

dialogue between the consumers and the company. 

Messaging and 

Education 

OBCs offer companies an efficient way of spreading 

brand-related information, which the enthusiastic 

community members can spread further through their own 

networks. The closeness between the community and its 

OBC members also allows for swift action to be taken 

when mis/disinformation needs to be corrected. 

Monetisation Some companies have business models built around paid 

access to restricted content. OBCs can act as the main 

source of revenue for such companies. 

Peer-to-peer Support Especially personnel-limited SMEs can utilise their OBCs 

as environment where customers can troubleshoot their 

brand-related problems with other experienced OBC 

members, lowering the burden on the company’s side. 

Relationship Building 

and OBA 

The sustained dialogue facilitated by OBCs builds 

relationships between the community members and the 

brand. Elevated brand trust, loyalty, and love manifests as 

pro-brand behaviour, including OBA. 

 

OBCs don’t need to strictly serve only one objective – as long as the community’s purpose 

is well understood by the members and its management, and the set objectives do not 

cannibalise each other. Even when community management has a clear main objective, 

secondary benefits can occur. 
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1.3 Types of OBCs 

The type of OBC, and thus its internal dynamics, can vary widely based on its platform 

choice, scope, and management. In general, SMEs looking to establish their own OBCs 

should primarily look at the platforms their target audiences are on. 

Based on their ownership structure, OBCs can be classified into two categories: company-

managed and consumer-run OBCs. This guide focuses mostly on the former, as consumer-

run OBCs lack the direct control of the central brand. These fan communities do however 

offer companies an environment to connect with brand enthusiasts without setting up their 

own OBCs, as long as the fan community is open to the brands presence. 

Finally, OBCs can be either open or restricted. Many companies include both under their 

community portfolio, with the wider, open communities bringing new consumers in, and the 

restricted communities focusing on interaction with high-value community members. 

Typical use case for restricted communities is feature validation in a closed, sometimes 

NDA-protected environment. 

2 Building Engagement 

Engagement is the psychological engine sustaining OBCs. Engaged members feel motivated 

to contribute value to the community, and exhibit their commitment through community and 

brand action. 

2.1 Bringing Members In 

People join OBCs motivated by a range of different drivers, most of which fall under one of 

three categories: 

Brand-related Drivers Members are drawn in by their personal affection and 

attachment towards the central brand. 

Social Drivers Members seek the company of likeminded people who 

share their interests, values, and enthusiasm of a brand. 

Functional Drivers Members join to troubleshoot problems, access knowledge, 

and gain community benefits such as rewards. 
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OBC community managers should keep track of the motivations pushing people into their 

communities, and set up their communities to support the aspirations of those members. 

Setting up clear channels and resources for off-topic conversations, brand-related discussion, 

and peer-support helps new members orient themselves and get them started with 

community action. 

2.2 Listening 

Perhaps the strongest engagement trigger discussed by the research participants is listening 

and acting on member feedback and other conversation starters. SMEs, especially with 

smaller OBCs, are in an advantageous position here, as lesser bureaucratic distance form the 

community managers to the decision makers enables faster responses, and the limited sizes 

of the communities allows more members to have their feedback genuinely heard and acted 

upon. 

The interviewed practitioners stressed the importance of respectful, but realistic, approach 

to such member feedback. Overpromising or focusing too heavily on member feedback can 

be just as damaging for the company’s offering and online reputation as ignoring OBC 

members. 

2.3 Creating an Engagement-friendly Environment 

For members to grow their engagement and manifest it as community action, the OBC must 

feel responsive and safe to participate in. Companies should seek to define clear rules for 

participation, and enforce them through efficient, transparent moderation. An engagement-

friendly OBC neither limits the expression of members through overly strict guidelines or 

allows toxic behaviour turning members away from the community. 

Members who feel like outsiders have a higher threshold to participate in shared activities. 

Dedicated channels and resources should be set up to better allow newcomers to find their 

footing. Passive participation, sometimes called lurking, should be thought of as a valuable 

form of participation, as its familiarises new members with the unique community culture. 

Similarly, members who receive no response to their conversation starters and find no 

valuable content from the OBC upon joining are likely to promptly leave it. Effective seeding 
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strategies involve creating a backlog of content to keep newcomers engaged and bringing in 

larger groups of members simultaneously to grow responsiveness. 

3 Sustaining Community Action 

Community action is an umbrella term comprising of the full range of member behaviour 

that keeps OBCs functioning – social interaction, knowledge sharing, content creation, 

community maintenance, and passive participation. Sustaining community action requires 

constant effort from the community management, especially if the company running the 

OBC intends to maintain control over the messaging. 

3.1 OBC Growth Stages 

Research shows that OBCs achieve a critical threshold of activity at around 20-50 active 

members who consistently respond to each other. This indicative number is influenced by 

factors such as the heterogeneity of the member base and the level of involvement from the 

community management. Upon reaching this critical mass, an OBC becomes self-sufficient. 

Based on the relative proximity to the critical mass, research suggests OBCs can be classified 

into three distinct stages: 

Stage Practitioner recommendations 

Regime I 

(pre-critical mass) 

Regime I communities are fragile and their activity can 

collapse at any moment. Sustaining these OBCs requires 

constant attention and involvement from the community 

managers. Maximise simultaneous influx of initial users by 

spreading awareness, or even artificially bringing in 

temporary members. 

Regime II 

(critical mass reached) 

Regime II communities experience exponential growth, and 

OBC moderation needs to keep up with the influx of new 

members. Consider identifying potential volunteer moderators 

to ease the burden on official community managers. 

Regime III 

(self-sustaining) 

As OBCs transition from Regime II to III, membership 

growth stagnates. Community managers should focus on 

maintaining brand values as culture shifts with membership 

changes. 

 

Member count should not be the definitive success indicator, as responsiveness and the 

quality of interactions provide more value to the brand and the OBC members. 
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3.2 User-generated Content 

OBCs offer an efficient channel for brand enthusiasts to create brand-related UGC – original 

content created by members featuring the central brand. UGC is especially sough after by 

community and marketing managers, as it simultaneously sustains the community, builds 

unique brand culture, and can even take on the form of OBA. 

Brand-related UGC should be acknowledged and platformed. Many interview participants 

highlighted the possible use case of UGC as promotional material, but stressed the 

importance of sourcing explicit consent from the original creator. In cases where brand-

related UGC is not created organically, community managers can encourage it through 

campaigns such as competitions and challenges. 

Especially in early-stage OBCs, non-brand-related UGC can also play a crucial role in 

fuelling initial activity. This can be as simple as casual, off-topic conversations between 

community members, which creates unique brand culture, and signals activity to incoming 

members. Every sign of life contributes to the community’s survival at this stage. 

3.3 Sustainability Pitfalls 

OBC literature and the experiences of the interview participants identify several common 

pitfalls that can bring down even late-stage communities: 

Risk How to avoid it 

Complacency Focusing purely on growth and neglecting existing community 

members can destroy engagement in OBCs and sour the brand 

image. It is cheaper to retain customers than to find new ones. 

Excessive Control Suppressing natural negativity makes OBCs feel inauthentic and 

commercially oriented. Open atmosphere creates a healthy 

environment for long-term success. 

Overpromising  SME-managed OBCs are intimate and trust is personal. Broken 

promises cause disproportionate damage. Share WIP features in 

transparent manner and ensure they do not spread uncontrollably. 

Personality Risk If OBCs are built around the strong personalities of their 

community managers, activity can suffer as personnel changes 

take place. Ensure the brand’s position as the central pillar. 

Platform Lock-in Platform policies change. Diversify where possible, or build your 

own community technology. 
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3.4 Balancing Control With Openness 

Finding the right balance between control and authenticity is a key moderation challenge for 

SME-managed OBCs, especially as the inherent intimacy and authenticity provides SMEs 

their most prominent competitive advantage in OBC management. A clear line needs to be 

drawn to separate harmful toxicity from other types of unwanted member behaviour. 

Type of Interaction Practitioner Recommended Approach 

Negativity and 

Criticism 

Negative voices need to be allowed, even if it might paint the 

brand in a bad light. Respectful dialogue is encountered with 

such OBC members. Censoring unwanted opinions destroys 

credibility, and causes grater harm to the brand’s image. 

Misinformation and 

Disinformation 

The line between unintentional misinformation and intentional 

disinformation is hard to spot in practice. Correct misguided 

information respectfully as soon as it is spotted. Members that 

consistently or on purpose spread disinformation should be 

warned, or removed from the community. 

Trolling and Other 

Disruptions 

Clear community guidelines help to distinguish between 

members joking around, expressing themselves and open 

provocations. Arbitrary punishments lower trust in moderation 

and diminish engagement. 

Abuse Toxic abuse, such as personal attacks or harassment, should be 

clearly prohibited in the community rules. Members 

participating in such activity should be timed out or banned in 

the case of repeat offences. 

 

As OBCs grow, volunteer moderators can be recruited to lower the workload of the dedicated 

community managers. Early members, who have been active participants in forming brand 

culture, are a good example of low-risk moderator candidates. Equipping enthusiastic 

community members with tools to protect their environment also serves a secondary benefit: 

clear progression within the community heightens the level of commitment and engagement. 

4 Relationship Building 

Sustained community action generates the conditions for trust, loyalty, and love to develop 

both between community members, as well as between members and the central brand. 

Strengthened consumer-brand relationships directly fuel invaluable pro-brand action. 
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4.1 Accelerating Relationship Development 

SMEs have a structural advantage when it comes to relationship building within company-

managed OBCs, as they are perceived as more authentic – true to their stated values – by the 

OBC members. In the case of SMEs, this narrows the efficiency gap between company-

managed and consumer-run OBCs, and thus protecting and leveraging this perceived 

authenticity should be a constant priority. 

Especially in the case of smaller SMEs the perceived intimacy of the OBCs also acts as a 

relationship enhancer. Founders, and other key corporate figures, should be included and 

visible in the SME-managed OBC, signalling the lower vertical distance in the community. 

Including OBC members in brand co-creation enforces mutual trust and commitment, and 

heightens the perceived authenticity. Company-managed OBCs benefit from transparent 

practices, and shared brand community culture. 

4.2 Reinforcing Loop 

Research highlights the key role relationship building plays in the long-term sustainability 

of OBCs, as elevated trust, loyalty, and love deepen the commitment and engagement of 

OBC-members. This creates a self-reinforcing loop that gives OBCs their self-sustaining 

properties. The role of community managers is to guide the community in the direction the 

company wants it to go, while maintaining the dynamics that resulted in the self-reinforcing 

loop in the first place. 

5 Cultivating OBA 

While OBA – the experienced, non-incentivised, purposeful pro-brand messaging – provides 

an extremely powerful marketing opportunity for SMEs, it cannot be directly manufactured 

by companies. OBA is a natural outcome of a healthy, sustainable OBC which shares a deep 

respect towards its central brand. The job of community and marketing managers is to focus 

their efforts on setting up an engagement-friendly environment and building relationships 

rather than trying to directly influence the behaviour of individual OBC members. 
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5.1 OBA Manifestation 

The interview participants highlighted a wide range of OBA examples. However, measuring 

OBA was seen as a key challenge, as many participants expressed statistically measuring 

OBA as a highly difficult task, but could confidently list qualitative observations where it 

did take place among their OBC members. 

OBA Type Practical Observations 

Brand Positivity Members spontaneously posted positive experiences, 

endorsing the brand and its community. 

Brand Information 

Sharing 

Members recommended the brand to others, rooting their 

messaging into personal experiences and rational arguments. 

Brand Defence Members actively corrected misinformation, countered 

criticism, looked after the best interest of the brand. 

Virtual Positive 

Expression 

Members shared brand-related visual content, both in 

connection to larger brand-level campaigns, and completely 

unprompted. 

Community Growth Members recommended the OBC to their peers, actively 

bringing new members into the community. In some cases, 

this meant directly bringing in new paying customers. 

 

5.2 Ambassadors Bridging OBA and Brand Control 

While pure OBA cannot be directly manufactured by a brand, many interview practitioners 

reported utilising hand-picked community ambassadors as a middle-ground between brand-

controlled messaging and authentically perceived OBA. These ambassadors were typically 

highly respected community members, who had their own spheres of influence within the 

larger brand community. Companies were able to inform such ambassadors of their 

messaging intent, leaving them with the option of how and whether to bring the message 

forward to their followers. 
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