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Introduction

Formal interactions and relationships among orgditas in business markets are just the tip
of the iceberg when compared to the multitude dérmal collaborations among a company’s
human resources and colleagues from other orgamsafPowell, Koput and Smith-Doerr, 1996).
Within this sea of interactions and relationshipssub-set of interest for industrial marketers is
constituted by those maintained by members of lgugenters involved in industrial buying behavior
(Johnston and Bonoma, 1981; Jackson, Keith andi@yrd984; Lilien and Wong, 1984; Kohli,
1989). In this context, research on informationreses employed by organizational buyers has long
addressed the relevance of non-commercial and medrsources, among which feature prominently
subjects which are variously identified as “outsidempany’s contacts” (Brossard, 1998) or
“colleagues in other companies” (Moriarty and Spakm1984). Previous research (Rinallo,
Borghini and Golfetto, 2007) has proposed to sttidse informal personal networks through the
theoretical lenses of literature on occupationahigwnities (e.g., Van Maanen and Barley, 1984,
Bechky, 2003), which are sometimes referred to @wneunities of practice (e.g., Brown and
Duguid, 1991). Scholars in this perspective havagldighlighted the processes of social
construction of work-related knowledge and soludide common problems that occur within
communities of workers. However, such literatures im@t explicitly dealt with the mechanisms
through which workers who are members of buyingemsndevelop market-related knowledge and
solutions to organizational buying problems. Theerg development of web-enhanced solutions for
knowledge exchanges among professionals (Ande28€%) has only increased occasions for social
interactions among these individuals, that complentige interaction situations like those enabled
by trade shows and other marketing events (Borgl@alfetto and Rinallo, 2006; Rinallo and
Golfetto, 2006).

In this paper, we extend previous research witkbrapirical study of an online community of
professionals that, we found, is a locus of creatharket knowledge co-creation. To make sense of
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this virtual context, we employed a method termethagraphy, which is ethnography adapted to the
study of online communities (Kozinets, 2002). Testaim, we collected posts generated by online
community users, and analyzed them with interpeefivocedures. Our findings show that through
processes of online interaction and knowledge enghairtual occupational communities may play
an important role in industrial buying behavior ghimfluencing perceptions and opinions about
products, suppliers and brands. We also found ligageeking help, giving help and engaging in
collective cognition, members of virtual commurstepllectively develop new technical and market-
related knowledge, that result in a collective mgmof freely accessible information for future
users. Our results suggest that also marketerba@yme good citizens of customer-managed virtual
communities, even though in ways different fromigr-hosted forums.

Our paper is relevant for several issues relataddastrial marketing and purchasing. Firstly,
it contributes to extant research on the infornmatsmurces employed during industrial buying
processes by highlighting the relevant role of fmmtal relations among employees of different
companies. Secondly, it enriches the literaturehenimpact of the Internet on industrial marketing
and purchasing. Thirdly, it adds new knowledgehe BMP research tradition on interactions and
relationships among organizations by unpacking rble of occupational communities, which
strengthen the web of social and informal bonda given industry. Fourthly, the paper discloses a
pervasive altruistic attitude of members of onldmenmunities who are willing to help each other in
knowledge sharing and competence building. Finally, study shows that workers are less likely
than consumers to attach themselves to brandsdreymbolic perspective. However, they establish
bonds with those products that extend physicaloperdnces and enable identification within the
occupation.

The structure of the present paper is as followstlf, we review literature on the impact of
the Internet in contemporary business markets hedrale of online communities in consumers’
markets. Comparing these two domains, a need testigate virtual occupational communities
emerges. Secondly, we familiarize readers with empirical context and the procedures we
employed to gather and analyze data. Thirdly, waomeour main findings. We conclude by
discussing our findings and their theoretical arahagerial implications.

Literature Review

The Internet revolution has deeply affected indaktmarketing and purchasing and, not
surprisingly, a number of studies have analyzed -bad®d business-to-business marketing
strategies. This research stream has mostly foomisedeb sites (e.g., Evans and King, 1999; Perry
and Bodkin, 2002; Murphy et al, 2003), which aréenfconceived as a means through which
industrial marketers can develop closer custometioaships (Honeycutt, Flaherty and Benassi,
1998; Bauer, Grether and Leach, 2002; Long, Taletnd Lichtenthal, 2007). While web sites are
an important part of industrial marketer web presemecent studies show that the Internet offers
several other typologies of information sourcesirtdustrial buyer. According to Moriarty and
Spekman’s (1984) well-known taxonomy of informatgmurces, typical web sites — often designed
as “cyber-brochures (Perry and Bodkin, 2002) —iemgersonal commercial communication tools,
whose influence is relatively low because of thél-keown problems in establishing trust in online
environments (e.g., Luo, 2002).

In a recent paper, Deeter-Schmelz and Kennedy §2€1§8lighted that the Internet may offer
both personal and impersonal information sourcesenver, the web enables industrial buyers to
also access non-commercial sources. Of particalavance for the purpose of the present paper are
web-based industrial buyer-generated sources ofnrdtion about products, brands and suppliers.
The Internet enables industrial buyers from diffiérand geographically distant organizations to
interact in virtual environments and share markédted knowledge. Industrial marketing scholars
have long highlighted the influence of “outside g@ny’'s contacts” (Brossard, 1998) and

3



Abstract preview

“colleagues in other companies” (Moriarty and Spakiil984) as expert and trustworthy sources of
information. Recent contributions have proposethtestigate such external networks of influence
through the theoretical lenses of research in aatbopal communities (Van Maanen and Barley,
1993; Rinallo et al., 2007). As holders of differenlturally constituted work identities, membefs o
buying centers make sense of industrial marketatvities and formulate critical responses to them
in specific manners. Previous research has alsgestred that live events like trade shows provide a
platform for the physical interactions of membefdoying centers, reinforce professional identity
and a sense of belonging to the same occupationaincinity, and contribute to collective cognition
(Borghini et al, 2006). With the advent of the hmtet, members of buying centers have acquired new
tools to interact that do not require physical cesence, thus multiplying the occasions for contact
and further accelerating flows of information andflience among workers from different
organizations.

Virtual occupational communities are highly relevéor industrial marketers as information
exchanged by buyers in online contexts is moreilsledhan messages transmitted through supplier
web sites. From a social psychological perspecterg., Kelman, 1961), expert and trustworthy
sources of information are highly credible, andstimore influential (Hovland, Janis and Kelley,
1953; McGuire, 1969; Sternthal, Philips and Dhaaki978). Unlike company web sites, whose
messages can arguably be perceived as partialedfridterested, members of a virtual occupational
community can usually be counted on for providiregitnal and unbiased information on a given
supplier or product alternative. Similar to the mmugore studied virtual communities of consumers,
also online occupational communities may theretoeeimportant targets of industrial marketing
communications. However, unlike corporate web sibedine communities are much more difficult
to manage. Consumer researchers have shown thabhwaties of consumers may create several
problems to marketers (Catterall and Maclaran, 2@&Guinn and Muniz, 2005; Berthon et al.,
2007), including the appropriation and resignificatof brand meanings, resistance to companies
and their strategies, product boycotts, and acateérdiffusion of information that damage company
reputation. By facilitating interactions across gephically dispersed consumers, the Internet has
intensified these phenomena, and altered as aqoasee the relative power of consumers respect to
marketers. In industrial markets, similar phenomamealikely occurring.

Despite their relevance for the practice of indaktmarketing, virtual communities of
industrial buyers have received a scant attentiame of the few exceptions is Andersen’s (2005)
study of brand involvement of professionals thromwgtb-enhanced brand communities. Web-based
brand communities are however the tip of the icgbe@hen speaking of virtual occupational
communities. Most virtual communities of consumaaosnot focus on specific brands, but rather on
consumption activities. Moreover, even when thes@munities are centered on specific brands,
they are often not created or managed by the brmedf. In industrial markets, online brand
communities similar to those studied by Andersef08) are likely less frequent than their
equivalents in consumer markets, where commurnligitrmarketing approaches (Cova and Cova,
2002; Cova, Kozinets and Shankar, 2007) are muaie cammon.

To sum up, in this section we propose that virtc@nmunities of workers, while more
difficult to manage than company web sites, areviaht but under-studied phenomena. Arguably,
results produced by research on virtual communitie€onsumers may be, to a certain extent,
replicable. However, online occupational commusitimay have their own specificities. While
consumer research may provide a useful benchmadofaparative purposes, we believe that online
communities of workers are worth separate investigdy business-to-business marketing scholars.

Methods

This research is based on a qualitative approadteamploys netnography, a recent but well-
established methodology in marketing research, (Eaginets, 2001; Schau and Gilly, 2003; Muniz
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and Schau, 2005; Nelson and Otnes, 2005; Cova aoce, R006; Giesler, 2006; Hemetsberger and
Reinhardt, 2006). Being practically a form of vatuethnography or cyber ethnography, this
methodology adapts traditional ethnographic resetechniques to the study of online cultures and
communities created in computer-mediated environsnench as chat rooms, message boards, e-
mailing lists, dungeons (i.e. themed virtual logas in which interactions are structured by role-
playing), and rings of thematically linked web psde.g., Rheingold 1993; Hine, 2000; Kozinets,
2002). Like conventional ethnography, netnographyased on observation and/or participation,
which let the researcher understand the basic dilmes of a given virtual community. In other
words, the ethnographer “learns” the language,ntikans through which knowledge is developed
and transmitted, the shared mental models, andiybieal linguistic labels adopted by virtual
community members. The main difference between aggaphy and traditional ethnography
concerns the location of the ethnographer in wmlatto the group under investigation. In
netnography, the researcher does not need to seedimbers of the community face to face, nor has
to physically interact with them or participate tteeir activities. Online communities provide the
researcher with almost nothing but text. Behavicaenot be observed other than through their
textual contributions to the virtual space. Int¢iats are essentially verbal and expressed indhm f

of text and, sometimes, images. The data colleatedtypically downloaded files of newsgroup
postings, e-mail exchanges, transcripts of MUD (iruder dungeons) or IRC (Internet relay chat)
sessions that can be combined with the researdidaotes.

Recently, scholars have developed methodologicaiguiures for netnographic studies (e.g.
Thomsen, Straubhaar, and Bolyard, 1998; Catteradl lslaclaran, 2001; Kozinets, 2002, 2006;
Langer and Beckmann, 2005) and suggested spetifitegies that can be applied to meet the
epistemological and methodological requirements refiability and validity. The typical
recommendation is to follow rigorously the stepsetiinographic research which consist on: i)
identification of appropriate research questionsjata collection developed applying multi-method
approaches; iii) analysis and interpretation basethe operations of classification, codificatiorda
contextualization; iv) member checking with theoimhants by interviewing them and/or soliciting
their comments on the research report (e.g., Géittand Maclaran, 2001; Kozinets, 2002).
Traditional methods of content analysis are suggeas effective techniques that can be applied to
data classification and codification. In particularmail and message exchanges are considered as
discourse (Thomsen, Straubhaar, and Bolyard, 18@@&)can be interpreted through the established
techniques of discourse analysis. A prolonged camemt to involved participant observation and
qualitative interviews with group members are ukédufurther elicit the meanings ascribed to
community membership and participation. Such besttires can enable a multi-source and multi-
method triangulation of research findings (Thoms&raubhaar, and Bolyard, 1998).

While there is a general agreement on these suggesextant literature provides however
alternative perspectives on how to deal with redeathics and the limits inherent in the physical
distance between researchers and informants. Kiszif@ instance, advises researchers to fully
disclose their presence, affiliations, and intemido online community members and obtain their
permission (informed consent) to use any specifistipgs that are to be directly quoted in the
research (2002: 65). Langer and Beckmann (2005)h@rontrary, distinguish between private and
public communication. When access to the cybersmdica given community is restricted and
communication is quasi-private, researchers agtudlsclose their presence and obtain the
permission to use their texts of social exchangbei\the space is public and everybody can have
access to texts, covert research can be insteagpaopriate methodology.

In this study, we investigated an online communoitytalian wood-workersKorum Il Legno
by studying their interactions on cyberspace (Hfgyum.il-legno.it/). This virtual space was
founded in 2002, and today it the most active amiommunity dedicated to the woodworking trade,
with almost 6,000 members. The forum was createmidribute to the development of competence
in woodworking, as in Italy there is a dearth dititutionalized learning outlets when the community
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can meet and share experiences other than thdidredi master-apprentice relationship. While
attracting also a number of consumers interest& Yn(do-it-yourself) activities, the majority ohé
forum is dedicated to professional woodworkers.te focus of the research is on occupational
communities, we concentrated on professionals lagid interactions, and excluded from the analysis
those sections of the forum where consumers tertdedoncentrate. Professional community
members are predominantly male, come from diffedédian regions, and are mostly furniture
makers, carpenters and, in a few cases, speciaktaiters (e.g., wood, tools, tooling machines)e T
vast majority of them are craftsmen and small gnéeeurs, even though employees of larger firms
are also present.

The first author immersed himself in the commurdgnducting an extended investigation
through an unobtrusive observation. The decisicadtapt a covert research design was motivated by
the fact that a direct interaction by the resedeam or any of its members would not add any value
to the community. A more direct participation co@den turn out negatively thus influencing the
naturalistic dimension of the cyber space and tkleabior of its participants. At the time of data
collection, the virtual space of the community waglic with a completely free access, and the
archive of the exchanges was publicly accessible.

During the time of observation, we downloaded appnately 142,000 messages which
resulted in a dataset of more than 300 pages (Wanites New Roman, 12 pt) that were analyzed
over a period of 10 months by the research tearorditg to the methodological procedures on
netnography (Kozinets, 1998; 2002, 2006; Thoms&muBhaar, and Bolyard, 1998; Catterall and
Maclaran, 2001; Langer and Beckmann, 2005). Asnérali step of data analysis, the first author
developed content analyses aimed at classifyingdtfierent categories of community members
(Kozinets, 2002). Such procedure permitted to edeldo-it-yourself consumers from subsequent
investigation, and allowed the identification ofetlmost active and influential members of the
community. As shown in Table 1, the majority of coomity members are “lurkers”, i.e. they read
other users’ comments but do not post message®r @gers only occasionally post messages,
totalizing a relatively low number of messages ¢gtly motivated by specific information requests.
The most active members are less than one hundmdnatably, there are four authors with a
number of posts ranging from 6,000 to around 12,@@@ive members are all professional wood-
workers, and some of them — when geographical rdisea make it possible — tend to meet also in
“real life”, for example at trade shows and comntysoirganized workshops that mix socialization,
leisure and learning motivations. In the words oé @f these membersthis community is virtual
only to a certain extent, as | had dinner with quatfew of us

--- INSERT TABLE 1 AROUND HERE ---

As a second descriptive step, we categorized rgesda outline the most relevant topics and
issues discussed within the community. Data wemedocomparatively. We read each posted
message several times, moving across categoriesandhe specific to the general. On the basis of
the emerging empirical evidence, a more sophigtiitand interpretive discourse analysis was
conducted to grasp the meanings and effects o€dh@emunity interactions. The intended goal has
been to recognize patterns, rules, practices tlsatiroamong participants analyzing complete
conversations and the series of several exchangastime. The co-authors developed the step of
member checking discussing and partially revisimg toded categories of meanings. As a final
phase, the research team developed the interjpretati data grouping and linking categories. In
examining the data we employed a bottom-up appraaolinding the analysis and the interpretation
on our previous knowledge of the industry of woodkirtg and its culture. Even though we did not
interview directly the members of the online comityirwe could rely on a rich dataset of
ethnographic investigation developed among membietkis occupational community in different
empirical contexts, which we have selectively pnésé in previous published work (Borghini et al.,
2006).
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Research findings

In this section, we report selective findings froor netnography. While often employing our
own observations and interpretations, we also sgmteour findings with the help of exemplificative
online interactions among community members. Irs¢heases, to protect their anonymity, we use
pseudonyms for both nicknames and personal names.

The role of virtual communities on industrial buymprocesses

Many discussions in thEorum Il Legnocontain information useful to purchase processes.
Arguably, one of the main reasons to consult thenfois to get information about what to buy,
where to buy it, and at what price. Participants ggestions and receive answers about issues
including the best type of wood to be employed dertain purposes (e.g., furniture making or
parquet), the relative strengths and weaknesstafalaversus artificial colorants, the best braofls
tooling machines, the cheaper or more reliablenentesellers. Technical and purchasing problems
are often difficult to disentangle: for examplewngechnical solutions may require the selection of
new suppliers or the purchase of new productsusirtommunities thus permit industrial buyers to
obtain quick and cost-effective pre-purchase inftran. Consider for example the posts that follow.

Romita Hello everybody. | would like to buy a basic seanant planes from Dick. From the catalog,
| think | have identified some planes, and pregiséD3170,703175,703177,703183. May | ask you
for advice? Thank you in advance. Bye bye, Romito.

Roby69 Dear Romito, as | often do to those who are ggtto know metal planes, | suggest to buy
just a few of them, to start getting familiar witie tool. | always suggest one block plane (9% or
60%2) and one jack plane (a classical n. 5). .he Teason is that you need to familiarize younstf
these tools. Once you are familiar with them, yetifgscinated and you start desiring planes which
are increasingly performing, specialized and ...espen (it always happens to me). Moreover, you
shouldn’t forget that it is possible to buy greaed planes at very good prices on ebay. Once tfeey a
fixed, they offer good performances. Of course, yae to know what to buy. If, on the other hand,
you want to buy immediately a “complete” set ofn@a, then the thing inevitably extends to a 4, a
4%, a 7, a rabbet. But the list could continue mheitond this. Moreover, don't forget that you need
your planers to be perfectly sharpened. If you tlbave a set of waterstones, then it is betteruyp b
at least a couple (code 711001 and code 711003).

The useiRomitois looking for planes, which are a basic carpetdn). After an initial search
based on commercial sources, he has identifiechimeoreseller Dick Fine Tool$, a brand Anan),
and selected what he believes is a “basic” setradyxcts of varying blade width and body length,
whose total price amounts to less than €120. Hessadvice from more experienced users arguably
to reduce the cognitive dissonance and perceiwdofi his purchase. The udeoby69soon replies
by implicitly criticizing the choice of buying a tenplete” set of planes. For novice users, he argues
a better solution is to order just a couple of ptato ‘Start getting familiar with the totl and defer
the purchase of more performing and expensive ptsdo the future. Rather than buying brand new
products,Roby69also suggest to cut prices by buyirgyéat used planédrom Ebay Additionally,
Romitois reminded the need to perfectly sharpen plandellaand recommended waterstones as
appropriate sharpening tools. As a matter of fRaby69proposes different criteria to evaluate
purchase alternatives and, at the same time, bneaithe selection set. To the extent tRamito
follows the advice received, he may eventually ordéferent brands and products, in different
quantities, from a different reseller.

Roby6% reply also sheds light on the different reasehy community member share their
expertise to help seekers. As in online communagfesonsumers, one of these reasons may be pure
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benevolence, i.e. the sincere desire to help atifdrthe same time, however, by offering advice
Roby69 asserts his expertise and increases his statuisnwite online community. Consumer
researchers have often noted the hierarchicalrpaiteof communities of consumers (e.g., Schouten
and McAlexander, 1995), which reproduce themsehles in online communities (DeValck, 2007).
Occupational communities are similarly patternedd arharacterized by opinion leadership
phenomena (Leonard-Barton, 1985; Rinallo et alQ720By asserting their expertise and offering
their time and attention to help others, web foraembers acquire status. It is interesting to oleserv
the rhetorical strategies employed Bpby69to represent himself as a benevolent expert. First,
technical competence is expressed in the way haides what (not) to do and how to do it. Second,
he calls upon his longtime personal experience anblvement (“fascination”) with more
performing, specialized and expensive planers. Witte virtual community, there is a minority of
very active experts (see again Table 1), who aenafilling to help others solve their technicatlan
purchasing problems. Whether motivated by benewelen prestige, these influential individuals are
relatively easy to identity, thus constituting a/peged target group for industrial marketers.

Pre-purchase information is also provided by sormeersuthrough highly visible product
reviews. Sometimes, such reviews are the resudictifal product comparisons by groups of users
that meet offline for that purpose. However, thefulmess of virtual communities for industrial
buyers extends beyond pre-purchase informatiorckdarinclude actual purchase activitiesrum
Il Legnoincludes a section where community members mayuseldl products. More importantly,
users often use the virtual community as a platfeonform buying pools. Take for example the
following online exchange.

Dan39 On Sunday, I'll send an order to Fine Tools. lyaody wants to take advantage from this,
please let me know before it's too (=3

GT: Hi Dan39, . . . Would you send also to Milan? Thgal.
Dan39 Yes, of course, I'd send also to Milan

GT: Dan39, | enclose below the list of what | woulde o buy . . . in case you, or somebody, have
suggestions for additions/cancellations/substitugiol hank you.

1 St 309351 Japanese Waterstone 1000 Size 207x66x34
[A list of other products follows]

Giuseppe Dan39, as I'm in Milan every day, Antonio andgraed that you might send all the stuff at
my workshop (so to reduce all the stress to makeangels and send them and to have the additional
expenses from Rome to us). We'll take care of idiyickach other's material ourselves. Best,
Giuseppe.

Dan39 Ok, thank you very much for the kind thouII contacted Schmid and there’s no way to
obtain more than a 4% discount (which is howeverrtarm for orders beyond 400 euros). Apart from
GT's list (which arrived today), all the materiatdered by Duilio, Silvio1955, and Giuseppe is in
stock. What should have been my birthday gift fadagle jack plane) of course wasn't availaits

but they told me it should arrive within next weekShipping costs should be between 16 and 20
euros (they were 16 without the addition of Antpridhe insurance (which is free for orders of 500
euros or lower, but in this case we are more thanhie that amount). The order will be sent on
Monday, I'll keep you updated.

The userDan39informs the forum of his intention to place an artte the German online
resellerDieter Schmid Fine Tooland offer fellow community members the possibitibyjoin him
for a cumulative order. Apparently, the offer istimated by economic inducements linked to the
sharing of shipping costs across different buydmvever, these savings are more than compensated
by additional expenses (insurance, shipping froorm&ado Milan) and transaction costs. Collective
purchase may thus be an excuse for establishiatjaeships among community members beyond
the more usual information exchanges. Admittedbflective purchases and related negotiation of
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better conditions with suppliers are relativelyr@tfuent. In the community we investigated, we did
not find evidence of other forms of collective eaders (e.g., product boycotts). However, the fact
that virtual communities may be employed by memlasssa platform for collective action is a

relevant fact for industrial marketers. Customecia@ation, whether beneficial or adverse to
marketers, may give rise to both opportunities tneats.

Besides pre-purchase information search and acpuwathases, virtual occupational
communities also affect post-purchase behavior stmotably, word-of-mouth by (dis)satisfied
customers. Empirical studies show that word-of-rhdatmostly negative, as dissatisfied customers
are much more likely to report negative news ttnaair (positive counterparts (e.g., Singh, 1990). The
Internet has provided new instruments for virtuatd and word-of-mouth (Brown, Broderick and
Lee, 2007). In the empirical context we studied,fatend very similar phenomena. After purchases,
industrial buyers share with fellow community memsbepinions about products and suppliers based
on direct experience.

TOPIC: Axminster Panel Clamps

Romeo I'd like to revise the positive opinion | gave ithis thread http://forum.il-
legno.it/viewtopic.php?t=6004&start=@bout the panel clamps | bought from axminstarorfirm
they are excellent from many different points, buTHEY BREAK

Oh, yeah... You only need to tighten them a little more, withasing pliers or extensions, just with
your bare hands, and they break. Today | used thagiue together the boards for the workbench I'm
building. | needed to clamp them tight for a gotulrg. | broke two. Please, don't buy them.

The userRomeois correcting a previous favorable review aboytraduct he bought from
English mail order companfxminster Power Tool Centr@anel clamps are relatively inexpensive
tools (i.e., usually less than € 10 each) emplagedssemble together multi-board panels, and are
supposed to last for years — if not for decaBesneds disappointed by the fact that they broke after
what he considers a normal use (i.e., tighteniegitlith just the bare hands). AccordingRomeo
the breaking is neither due to his inexperiencé whe product nor to a random production defect:
the fact that he broke two panel clamps is integat@s a sign of a systemic product failure. While
still consideringAxminsterclamps excellent from many points of viewe now advises other users
against purchas®omeds negative opinion is arguably very credible asoitnes from a peer with no
vested interest in other members’ purchase deasand it is supported by direct experience.
Whether writing because of benevolence towardsrotisers (e.g., to avoid them a negative
experience) or out of a desire of vengeance towAsdsinster(e.g., to cause them an economic
damage)Romeés words are persuasive. With the advent of therhwt, also industrial marketers
are subject to regimes of surveillance that mayelacate the diffusion of both favorable and
unfavorable information.

In this section, we proposed that virtual commesitmay be employed by industrial buyers
in different phases of their purchase process.rénpprchase phases, they act as a quick and cost-
effective database of information about what to,bulyere to buy, at what price. Previous posts act
as a reservoir of information that can be accessavery moment by new users. When previous
posts are not useful, users can in every momeritnmyeg requests for advice. More often than not,
other users will be happy to help by sharing tlegpertise. We also found that virtual communities
may facilitate social interaction in the web and as a platform for collective action — including
collective purchases. Additionally, user also useia communities after purchases, to give vo@e t
spontaneous opinions based on direct experienogably, dissatisfied users are more likely to share
their opinions than their satisfied counterparts.

Creating new knowledge: A process model
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In the previous section, we documented flows obrimfation from more to less expert virtual
community members. However, in this study we aldeniified creative moments where new
knowledge is collectively developed in responsertmblems for which no individual user is able to
provide ready solution. Collective creativity isslbd on a set a inter-related activities, as vizedli
in Figure 1.Help seekingefers to situations when individuals facing pesbétic situations actively
seek the assistance of other members of the contyrunposing specific questions or by describing
a problem for which no solution is apparent. Hedgksng behaviors are a necessary first step in
collective creativity within the virtual communitgnd result in the mobilization of support by other
community members. Any community member may sedg hg the community as a whole by
posting a message with a request for help, adwicgyggestions.

--- INSERT FIGURE 1 AROUND HERE ---

Colombina Hello everybody, . . . I'd like some advice ifspibble. Which is the best glue to use for
wood? Thank you very much, as usual. Colombina

Thor: Hello. This is a very vague questi It depends on what you have to do: a vinyl glug ma
work for more or less everything (however, | woalsid vinavil) and I'd suggest bindulin. These
days, | got titebond, and I think I'll keep usinidecause it seems great to me. For micro-repalsn
attak is ok (be careful to fasten the pieces tagrditng enough). Bye.

Colombina You're right. | need to glue together joints.

FabioR: Dear Francesca, even though you added a det@ints” is still very vague. For windows
joints | use vinyl d3, whereas for shutter jointside polyurethane d4. For furniture joints, | use
whatever glue is at hand, for furniture doors eitf3 or d3, etc. For period furniture joints, for
example, animal glue should be used . . .

The novice use€olombinaseeks help in an initial phase of her informatiearsh process.
Thor and FabioR help her to specify her request by providing detabout intended product use.
Other users, such @&omitoin the exchange reported in the previous sectioay ime in more
advanced phases of their information search prodiss asking about alternative solutions,
products or suppliers, price ranges, etc. Helpiagdiehaviors results ihelp givingby individuals
who devote time and attention to respond to otlsersl questions. An individual help request may
result in a number of help offer, ranging from asnnone to dozens depending on factors including
difficulty and help seeker popularity.

GeppettoI’'m looking for some douglas wood (Rome area)dahutter I'm renovating. It seems that
such wood is disappearing from the market! | seadctor it in several large bricolage centers, bt t
no avail. | just need a little bit of it, 7 cm (Mhd x 4 m. (length) x 1 cm (thickness). Does anybod
have suggestions or news about resellers (alsth@tnternet)? Thank you.

Roby69 Nowadays it is less used for the price that want-high and for the problems of resin
release that went accentuated with the current mbaésed paints. Rather than from resellers, I'd
look for it from some carpenter, as you only neddtie bit. Alternatively, you could use hemlock
wood, which is rather similar in color and grain.

Zeus Wouldn’t larch-wood be ok? I've got several plani in my workshop, of various length and
width... If you want, | can send them to you . .e,B\berto.

Pinocchia One month ago, while speaking with my dealer. he told me that cabinet-makers don't
want it [douglas wood] anymore because it went f&08 to 1,300 per cubic meter, and you can't ask
a greater price to the end user. For this reasoanyare using Swedish pine, which unfortunately
has knags but for the rest it has nothing to ehveydouglas for . .

Falegname61 What about trying with Russian larcfi éhoice, which is identical?
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FabioR: | think, too, that Russian larch is a great compisen for my next lot of windows I'll use it
myself if | don't find red pinewood (the customeesh’'t want to spend too much).

Roby69 Dear Geppetto, a couple of years ago | had tetalvay from a customer’s house all the
shutters, which were made in douglas (made by perder 20 years ago and still in great conditions)
for security reasons (no comment!), and to moustead armored shutters. It broke my heart to throw
them away, so | kept them in the garden. Once\irhide | take one and recover the wood to make
something, but I've got plenty of them. If it isfokyou, since you only need a little bit | canegyou
some, but you have to come to Naples to take it.

Many users reply t@eppettés help request. Some shed light on the reasons wisyso
difficult to buy douglas wood (i.e., price increaseesin release problem). Others suggest sulestitut
products (e.g., Russian larch, Swedish pine) amhrodls (other carpenters who may have douglas
wood reserves, instead of bricolage centers). Sosees even go beyond the simple provision of
market-related knowledg&eus— who has a stock of larch-wood in his workshopfferao send
some toGeppettofree of chargeRoby69puts an end to the conversation with his offeremfycled
douglas wood — again, a gift. Interactions basedcelp seeking and giving are similar to those
reported in the previous section, when individuglestise by one or a few members is sufficient to
solve the problem at hand. There are however calsens nobody is able to provide easy solutions.
In these circumstances, help giving occurs throaglseries of interactions among different
individuals who build upon previous comments byeotlisers until a more or less satisfactory
solution is found. We term this processllective cognitiorto refer to the fact that while different
individuals contribute to the problem-solving prsseit is through social interaction that solutions
are generated.

Mercurio: For a little thing I'm making (I'll tell you late | need to use non-toxic glue. | searched the
Internet, but | stranded and so I'm seeking helipebond Il should be what | need, perhaps. By
reading its composition, | find “Cross-linking peinyl acetate”. Could it be substituted with vin&vi

In chemistry, at the university, | wasn’t a genids. alternative could be the ELMER’S GLUE-ALL,
which is “PVAC based adhesive”. Thank you.

Alfiere: Vinavil is PVA (polyvinyacetate), | don't know what that means... But agdd kised to eat
vinavil and | grew up well — ehm, perhaps — andeurobust. Titebond Il is cross-linking, which
means water-resistant . . . If you look on databagd’'m not wrong, it is not among the most toxic

. Seriously, if you want non-toxic glue, I'd usénaa glue . . . It's more difficult to handle, bit's
worth taking the trouble if you really want a naxic glue. The only problem is that it is not water
resistant . . ..

Mercurio: . . . I'm interested if it is toxic by inhalatiarather than ingestion, i.e. whether it releases
potentially poisonous vapors. It will be employedédxteriors. Regarding animal glues, it could work
but for provisioning and costs I'd prefer sometheige (if vinavil is ok, that would be perfect).

Silvio1955 If it is for exteriors, the most important thifgthat it is classified as D4 . . .

Bimbo: | wouldn't like to meddle in your own businesst twhat do you have to glue? . . . If I'm not
wrong, the majority of glues, once dried up, cdasiag toxic, at least by inhalation. Moreover tifs
going to be used for exteriors, | don't see thebpem. Bye.

Alfiere: If it is for exteriors, animal glues are not ok . However, their costs are much lower than

other glues . ..

Falco79 . . . | think | read somewhere that some typesimdvil are used as thickener in the food
industry... So, | wouldn’t worry about vinavil, nedthf you want to eat it nor if you want to sntfiEt
Regards!

Chimico53 As a chemist, I'd suggest you to take more thaed®nds to read the instructions on the
label, particularly when they say very irritant.mst all glues with two components that polymerize
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contain an organic peroxide (the catalyzer) thabguces long-term problems (= from allergies to
cancerlll) . .. So, guys, look out at the labale gloves and air the rooms!!!

PS: do you want to know what you are using? Askr ysupplier to give you SAFETY
INFORMATION. Moreover, visit the sitesvw.dbsp.iss.jthttp://www.toxnet.nlm.nih.gowhey are
very technical, but you find everything about altadkssubstances.

In these cases, a solution, when it emerges, sefulin online interactions by different
members. In term of Nonaka and Konno's (1998) weiwn model of knowledge creation in
organizations, different phases of the collectiggnition process may be identified (see Figure 2).
To respond to help requests, help givers have termadize their knowledge. Web forums permit to
post user-generated content, which is mostly irttewri form. By articulating their knowledge in
writing, users convert their tacit knowledge intapkcit knowledge. In collective cognition
processes, no user has all the knowledge requirdohd a solution. One user may have a better
understanding of the problematic situation whileeos may have potentially relevant information to
contribute. By combining the explicit knowledge reaalvailable by individual users with their own,
other users move forward the problem solving precése locus of creativity thus moves to the
collective level when individual contributions slkeagubsequent contributions. During the process, all
parties involved are exposed to new knowledge & fearn. To the extent they are able to
internalize such knowledge, they may be able tovedrthe explicit knowledge produced together
into individual tacit knowledge.

--- INSERT FIGURE 2 AROUND HERE ---

Virtual communities thus act as platforms for knesdde creation that enable collective
cognition and creativity among individuals belorgito different organizations. However, virtual
communities have their intrinsic features that @ffknowledge creation processes. Processes of
knowledge socialization when individuals share rthacit knowledge directly with each other are
hardly possible. Online environment do not pernméat learning through observation, imitation and
practice — even though users occasionally postigstor video that permit to a certain extent to go
beyond the limits of the written word. Moreové&iorum Il Legnomembers occasionally organize
“real life” workshops and study groups where moxpegiences users show actual woodworking
techniques. However, while constraining knowledgehange processes, web forums permit to have
access to the contribution of a virtual communitygeographically dispersed users belonging to
different organizations who are motivated by behawee rather than contractual obligations. The
result of these processes is the creation of avasef knowledge — aollective memory- easily
accessible through web-based archives, to whichmembers are referred to when seeking help for
problems whose solutions were successfully fourttierpast.

Supplier-customer relationships in virtual occupatial community

Unlike the web-based communities studied by Andei(@005), which are centered on an
individual brand, we found that virtual communitiesntered upon occupations do not attribute a
central role to brands and marketers. Mostly, théswial contexts enable the constitution of
horizontal relationships and networks among udedustrial brands and resellers (both online and
traditional) are however often discussed, and ¢fetive benefits and costs of each of them form the
content of a large number of online conversations.

Ronalda Has some of you guys bought something from agtaifi

Aosta Almost everybody has. What do you want to knaw@eheral, | can tell you it's an earnest
and qualified supplier, sometimes expensive orpshgpcosts.

Ronalda | just wanted to know if it's a safe suppliertiwow much are shipping costs?

12
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FeliceRM: Hello, some time ago | had the same doubt anghtacted directly AxminteHere's the
answer:

“Thank you for your enquiry, the cost to ship defieof the physical size & weight of each order, but
as a general rule:

0-1  kgs £5.00 GBP + VAT @ 17.5%"
[Complete shipping cost information follows]
I hope this is useful for you. Felice.

Lex42 When you send your order, they send you backnéiromtion email with the shipping costs,
then you can choose whether confirming the ordenair | confirm they are very serious, | had a
problem with a belt and they sent it to me witHetitng me pay anything. Bye, Lex42.

Ronalda | see, thank you for all the information, I'litrand order and let's hope for the best.

Roby69 | confirm the site’s goodness. They are veryaeriand helpful. Once in a while | even
telephoned, and I've always received prompt anenftly answers. Shipping packs are not always
excellent. Prices are on average a little high, fautsome products they are good . . .

As evident in the online conversation about the OKline retailer Axminster distinct
preferences emerge within the community, and tpa&rairculation of information by (dis)satisfied
users may deeply affect industrial brand imageitesfeedback received from fellow users may
contribute to increase trust for foreign web-baseplpliers, thus supporting marketers’ e-commerce
strategies. Despite industrial brands being imponpearts of the occupational cultural landscape of
woodworkers, we did not find evidence of identitamds (Holt, 2002) or the intense phenomena of
brand attachment so widespread in consumer culAnmuld and Thompson, 2005). Some work-
related possessions, most notably tools and tootiaghines, are instead valued as they are a part of
their extended self (Belk, 1988; Tian and Belk, 200n other words, such possessions act as
prosthesis allowing individuals to do things theguld otherwise be incapable of, and are thus
instruments of occupational identification. Rattigan extending mental capabilities that aid mental
performances (as in the case of the knowledge w®ikehigh-tech companies investigated by Tian
and Belk, 2005), the tools employed by wood-workienprove physical performances and thus
symbolically extend the hand. In suiorum Il Legnomembers appear to be involved more in
products than in brands.

Despite the preeminence of horizontal relationshgpsong users, we also found that
marketers may have a right of citizenship in onliwstomer communities. In ti&rum 1l Legno
resellers can advertise their products togethdn gpecial offers in the context of separate sestion
where their identity as suppliers is apparent. &lse however a few cases where marketers are full-
fledged members of the community and openly expitesis opinion about own products and those
of competitors.

MrWood: | wouldn’t buy for any reason a bosfjlgsaw]. Once they were the best, but today they are
quite poor-quality... At the top-range, there areethrfine brands... Festo, Fein, Metabo. For

duration, manufacture, reliability they are the besOf course, I'm speaking of current production.

In the past, there were many fine machines, btiteifmachine lasts forever you don't sell more of
them, and then the ghawing of quality and mates#dsts... More plastic, less metal . . . Many people
are missing the fine machines of the past . .ouldn’t really sell thenjBosch jigsaws]

MrWood: This brand[Freud]has little circulation here, also because of thegrty of their catalog. |
would never sell therfFreud milling machines]it’s not a total disappointment, but with all the
market has to offer, resellers decide to propos# brand just to have a product less common, in
order not to have price competition from other tless . . . Anyhow, the opinions of both users and
resellers are different, therefore we find radigadlifferent opinions on the same products.
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MrWood is the owner of a small company located in northigaty that sells, repairs and
provide assistance on professional woodworkingstamid tooling machines. While he is a member
of Forum Il Legnoonly since 2006, he is among the most active dauioirs to the forum’s life: on
average, he posts 12 messages a day on differatdrsneelated to the woodworking trade. When
other users seek help, he is more than willingelp.HVhile not engaging in overt self-promotion, he
Is very open about his status as a reseller andonbt, his company benefits from his presence in
Forum Il LegnoOther forum members seem to appreciate his tinredysharp comments, supported
by an undeniable expertise only strengthened byiindeged access to information from industrial
product manufacturers. From a social psychologeaspective, we could expect that the credibility
of his comments would be lower when he expressasdhle opinions about products and brands he
sells. However, this does not appear to be the. ddisebehavior seems motivated by a genuine
desire to help others, rather than commercial dpp@m. On occasions, he even organizes, together
with other forum members, free one-day technicarses (e.g., use of hand tools). As he somewhat
ironically explains to a user asking about thegarftt’'s not free... It is absolutely necessary to bring
a bottle of something good or some typical footh&landlord who kindly provides the premises and
equipment. Besides, it is necessary to arrivediutjood will, capability to pay attention, and aaim
bottle of alcoholic drinks (at least over 30°) féirWood’s private emergency resefveBy
dedicating time and attention to others and actntgside of market mechanismsirWood has
become, in all respects, “one of the guys”.

Discussion and Conclusions

In this paper, we report findings from a netnogiagnvestigation of a virtual community
dedicated to the woodworking trade. Our findingsvelthat by providing user-generated market-
related knowledge, virtual occupational communitiesy play an important role in industrial buying
behavior and contribute to the diffusion of postiand negative electronic word-of-mouth about
products, suppliers and brands. Our paper thugibatés to research on the information sources
employed during the industrial buying process (Mdyi and Spekman, 1984; Bunn and Clopton,
1993; Brossard, 1998), by highlighting the intesseial exchanges among “colleagues in other
companies” which are almost neglected by extargares. Moreover, we contribute to the literature
on the role of the Internet in industrial marketiagd purchasing (e.g., Evans and King, 1998;
Deeter-Schmelz and Kennedy, 2002; Perry and Bo@kif2) by shedding light on the relevance and
functioning of virtual communities of industrial yers.Finally, we also contribute to research on the
buying center (Johnston and Bonoma, 1981; Jackseith and Burdick, 1984; Lilien and Wang,
1984; Kohli, 1989), which has focused on internghamics within the buying center without
examining patterns of external influence.

We also found that web-based communities may aetragl platforms enabling collective
customer action, such as collective purchases m@odt notably, the co-creation of technical and
market knowledge. On the basis of our findings, pwveposed a process model of collective
knowledge creation in virtual communities based aorseries of inter-related activities: i) help
seeking; ii) help giving; iii) collective cognitigiv) collective memory. Scholars in the IMP resdar
tradition have long investigated formal interaci@nd relationships among organizations. However,
the countless informal interactions and relatiopsramong individual workers have gone mostly
unnoticed by extant research. In this paper, wériborte to the understanding of inter-organizationa
horizontal interactions and relationships among trens of the same occupational community. In
“mainstream” marketing and consumer behavior, mebeas (e.g., Cova and Cova, 2002) have
recently highlighted the relevance for theory amdcpce of variously labeled communities of
consumers (Schouten and McAlexander, 1995; Muniz @Guinn, 2001; Cova, Kozinets and
Shankar, 2007). Communities of workers, in our vieave a similar relevance also for business-to-
business marketing — despite the scant attentioaived by the subject (Rinallo et al., 2007).
Previous research has already highlighted theplalged by special events like trade shows for the
interaction and collective cognition of membersootupational communities (Borghini et al., 2006;

14



Abstract preview

Rinallo and Golfetto, 2006). In this paper, we extesuch stream of research by empirically
exploring the less exceptional but more frequeiihennteractions, relation-building and knowledge
co-activities of such individuals, whose outcomesuit in freely accessible user-generated
information.

Finally, our paper showed that workers are less\likhan consumers to attach themselves to
brands (on this, see also Borghini and Cova, 208, often attach themselves to those products
that extend their physical performances and enialeletification within the occupation (i.e., tools,
tooling machines). We also found that industriarketers may find a place in virtual occupational
communities of customers. However, their role i$ tat of “landlords” as in web-based brand
communities (Andersen, 2005) but rather that ofdgcitizens. However, our study is just a first step
in this direction, and future research should itigase brand-building activities and the
establishment of supplier-customer relationshipsoatupational communities (both online and
offline).

One of the main implications of our study is thadustrial marketers may be both advantaged
and damaged by web-based customer socializatidnstnal suppliers may thus have mixed stances
towards virtual occupational communities, rangingnf totally ignoring/tolerating them to active
support or, on the contrary, resistance (Berthal.e2007). We want however to highlight the many
opportunities engendered by virtual communitiesirafustrial users. By being a reservoir of
marketing knowledge, virtual communities may be kxygd for cost-effective market research. By
investigating virtual communities of industrial usemarketers may obtain competitive intelligence
about own and competing brand, better understarstomer behavior, and generate ideas for
innovation. Moreover, virtual communities may regmet important targets of industrial marketing
communications. However, approaches based on mamsliag or, worse, suppliers trying to pass
as users are hardly advisable, as they would lizehoy the community. It is also worth highlighting
that virtual communities are characterized by adnahical structure, with a minority of well-
connected and expert individuals acting as opiméauders. Such virtual influencers — who unlike
their “real life” counterparts are easily identifla — are natural targets of industrial marketing
communications. However, we concur with Andersdl08) that one-sided product push approaches
would hardly lead to good results, as these expaitge their independence and would be skeptical
of overtly persuasive messages. However, by aesngompetent partners, industrial marketers may
build fruitful relationships with virtual opinionebders, particularly when providing helpful
knowledge that may further their status within tteenmunity. To conclude, the case MfWood
shows that by behaving as good community membbosyiag relevant expertise and engaging in
help giving behaviors without looking at short-teetonomic benefits, virtual communities may be
employed to nurture supplier-customer relationshipé course, our study can only hint at the
various roles virtual communities may play in ingliagd marketing and purchasing. Online
aggregations of industrial users and buyers cdytared further empirical investigation.
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Table 1 — Forum Il Legno:
Distribution of members by levels of activity

Level of activity N. of community
(n. of messages) members
0 2,911
1-10 1,953
11-50 662
51-500 313
501-5,000 81
> 5,001 4
Total Users 5,924
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Figure 1 — A process model of knowledge co-creatinmvirtual occupational communities
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Figure 2— Modes of knowledge creation in virtual agpational communities
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