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Abstract

Businesses are being encouraged to construct ardimenunities to interact with their customers amd t
realise the many benefits such communities offeese benefits include enhanced brand recognitidn an
more opportunities to develop close customer i@tatiips. However, there remains little understamdih
how such communities should be developed and niagdtaand many have failed, languishing as ‘ghost
towns’ online. A case study of Lonely Planet exassirthe way in which the travel publisher has
established a vibrant online community with moranth250,000 members. Analysis shows that the
company has integrated the elements of a socialfygtcucted community with those of a business one.
Lonely Planet has increased the value propositntieir customers while nurturing a sense of docia
belonging. This case study of a vibrant businesmspred online community contributes to more
understanding of how such communities can be dpeelo

1. Introduction

The use of the World Wide Web for business purpisegll established and a wide
variety of e-business practices have developedable firms to gain benefits from the
advantages that the Web offers. The concept ahéss-developed virtual communities
has been slower to gain currency than many othbuseiess practices, despite
recognition of the potential advantages to be ghitre the early days of the Web there
were opposing views on how businesses should altliesnew environment. Published
views ranged from Canter and Siegel’s statemertt'ithid important to understand that
the Cyberspace community is not a community at[&]I'to Hagel and Armstrong’s [2]
advocacy for the value of virtual communities withthe business context. The latter
argument has prevailed and the development of bsisigenerated online communities is
promoted as a wise strategic move by influentiasoitants such as McKinsey [3, 4] to
take advantage of the potential benefits of marksearch, relationship building and
branding [5-7].

Hagel [3] uses an online travel community, devetbpg Travelocity, to illustrate his
arguments for the adoption of the virtual commuiisya business model. The travel and
tourism industry provides an excellent context foe study of e-business practices,
particularly from the perspective of interactionttwcustomers. The industry was one of
the early movers in the adoption of informationhtealogy (IT) and travel players were
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quick to adopt the Internet as a tool for enhandaigrmation dissemination and online

sales [8]. IT has significantly changed the traaedtl tourism industry environment and
together with deregulation and changes in consumegrds has presented many new
challenges to industry players [8]. Firms needind hew ways of interacting with their

customers and to be more flexible in their approtxiboth consumers and trading
partners. The Internet is a powerful tool capalflsupporting the peculiar nature of the
travel industry with its social connotations, widariety of offerings and dependence on
rich information sources. It also brings problenms that consumers in the online

environment have extensive sources of informatmmhan overabundance of choice. This
has led to site hopping behaviour as consumersglséar information and bargains and
travel organisations must seek ways to develop raathtain relationships with these

“empowered fruit flies” [9 p. 1]. The business-spored online community model is a
potential solution.

There are several such travel communities now eaviden the Web (e.g.
Travelocity.com and Fodors.com). One of the strehdgmands is the online travel
community maintained by Lonely Planet. This compeng publishing firm rather than a
classic intermediary within the tourism industryHowever, it is one of the largest
publishers of English language travel guides argddséablished a powerful brand both on
and offline. More recent additions to the Lonelyardt site indicate a move towards
business to business (B2B) solutions.

This paper explores the Lonely Planet website ¢émtifly how a business can establish
a community site that positively self-reinforceithbusiness and yet provides all the
assets of a good community site. The contributibnthis paper is to analyse the
recognised constructs of online communities todumd in the Lonely Planet site in order
to identify why the site is considered so succdgsfthe business environment [10, 11].
Identification of success elements will furtheramh gathering arguments that online
business communities can succeed where the cdraéntice of social ties and economic
considerations is achieved [12].

2. Defining an Online Community

The term online community means different thingsdifferent people [13]. The
imprecise term lacks a defined meaning even amaugsblogists [14] although there is
consensus that it involves a group of people shgasirommon interest. In the physical
environment, Hillery argues that every community lsacial interaction and a shared
space or location together with common obligatiansl responsibilities [15]. For the
virtual world, Preece [13] adds computer systemshto criteria identified by Hillery.
These four criteria are well recognised in otheeeech addressing the nature of an online
community [14, 16].

The work of Rheingold has been instrumental inl@istaing ways in which others
define an online community [17]. He argues thattuwal communities are social
aggregations that emerge from the Internet whemuging@eople carry on a discussion
long enough to form personal relationships. Thiewviremains recognisable in what
Preece [13] calls the e-commerce perspective af@abmmunities. The early arguments
for regarding virtual communities as a marketingl 2] took a Spartan view of what
constitutes a community [14]. Hagel and Armstrongntend that the community
integrates content and communication in a computediated space. They put an
emphasis on member-generated content; a perspebtivenay have influenced views
that ‘any chat or bulletin board’ is regarded aommunity by businesses [13 p.16]. The
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development of an economic perspective to onlimaroanities may be frowned upon by
some, but there has been a surge of interest fummésses eager to gain advantage from
building relationships with customers [18].

The range of business communities now seen on thb Trther complicates the
definition of an online community. If it is moreah a bulletin board, then the boundaries
of the shared space and the nature of the interatiave to be identified. Jones draws
arguments from a detailed literature review to tmhe that space within which the
virtual community operates, which he calls theuaftsettlement, must be defined to
enable the existence of virtual community to beficored. The existence of group
computer mediated communications (CMC) is not,tgelf, sufficient to establish the
existence of a community. He states that the Jigatlement must meet a minimum set
of conditions for the community to inhabit it, kbat ‘the existence of a virtual settlement
is proof of the existence of a related virtual coumity’ [14, section 2].

These conditions are:

* a minimum level of interactivity

e avariety of communicators

* a minimum level of sustained membership

» avirtual common-public-space where a significamrtipn of interactive group-
CMCs occur.

There is a perception that the shared space ofiadss community is incorporated or
embedded within the website of the firm. For exeEnm the examination of a business
community by Preece the firm Rei.com uses an endzedg@ace to host its community
[13 p. 68] and uses a link from its homepage tagunembers to its community page. In
contrast, the Lonely Planet community is more erdeddin that it has no separation
between community space and sales space. This palpes the perspective that the
virtual space of the website constitutes the shapatte of Lonely Planet's community.
The virtual settlement conditions [14] are met bg Wwebsite, and accords with the view
that the business community is more than the ihtarge of information between
customers, that information interchange is insigfit to form a community and that the
company itself draws no borders but integrategsaihformation sources.

3. Characteristics of Online Communities

Despite the different definitions of communitieberte is some consensus on the
existence of certain characteristics displayed byne communities within the shared
space of the virtual settlement. This section dises the attributes of shared space before
identifying the characteristics of online commussti within the context of socially
constructed sites and business sponsored comnsunitie

3.1 Shared space

A shared space or location is necessary to thetianeand maintenance of a
community [15]. In the physical world this space often, although not always,
geographically based. For example, radio hams agedop fanciers have developed
physically dispersed communities where the formcommunication is the common
interest that links members. In the virtual wotié form of communication via computer
systems is essential to the creation of a virtpate that supports the online community
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[13] with a common place for interaction. Howevier,addition to interactive computer
mediated communications, the shared space musbsduggressibility to relevant parties
[14]. This includes enabling an appropriate levelirderactivity to take place in the
virtual space. Accessibility for a variety of comnmeators is required to avoid one-way
communication or excluding members from the ability interact. Additionally, the
virtual space must support and sustain a minimwellef members if a true online
community is to form.

3.2 Commonalities of socially constructed communigis

A significant characteristic of an online communisgyits reason to exist; that is the
common goals or interests of its members. The cominterest of participants is
recognised as a primary requirement for the creatfoan online community [2, 3, 16],
where participation is not reliant on the geographirestrictions that may influence
physical communities.

Preece and Maloney-Krichmar [16] describe differdmracteristics found in a variety
of diverse communities, but they also highlight temmonalities that can be found.
These commonalities were defined by a multi-disegad group of academics in 1996
[16]. An online community displays:

* A shared goal, interest or need

e Repeated and active participation by members witlong interaction and
emotional ties

» Accessibility of shared resources and policies guwng the access

* Reciprocity of information, support and services

* Shared context of social conventions, languagepanidcols

Membership of these communities enables peopleeteldp a sense of belonging, a
shared history and enables them to form ongoiragioglships.

There is a growing body of literature on why peopte motivated to contribute to
online communities [16, 19, 20]. One factor thedds people to freely contribute is
attributed to the rise of the concept of the gtibeomy prevalent in the early days of the
Internet [21]. The idea of sharing information addas can be traced back to the early
use of the Internet by academics and newsgroup membho interacted openly with
others. The ethos of the sharing environment resnasible on the Internet today and has
led to opposition to the market driven approactsahe businesses [16]. For example,
Werry [1] sees the hijacking of the early gift eoory for business purposes as an
exploitative move. Beyond the concept of sharingagl openly is the underlying
individual motivation to contribute. The theory sélf concept adds to the motivation
debate by supporting the view that people conteltantd share information and ideas for
reasons of status and prestige; that is reputhidsed rewards [19, 20]. A further factor is
the hedonic perspective that attributes partiogpatio the desire for entertainment,
enjoyment and amusement. People participate in aonti®s because it is fun [21].

3.3 Business-sponsored communities

The development of business communities is a velgtirecent phenomena. When
businesses first began to look to the Internet Asisaness medium, there were several
different perspectives on how it could be used. dtmecept of the online community was
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the subject of early discussions and experiment2]1 It took the failure of many
business models and the work of such authors a®lHagl Armstrong [2], before
communities became a desirable feature of onlinginkss strategy [1]. Preece and
Maloney-Krichmar argue that the prevailing pragmatiew that businesses display in
developing the concept of community as a meangdmgte commerce often leads to
failure [16]. Businesses, they argue, ignore thramexities of community in favour of a
market driven approach resulting in ‘ghost towrtesithat fail to attract members.
Walden [22] contributes to the debate with a desom of the many uses of online
communities across a variety of disciplines. Hguanents against online communities in
some areas of commerce, however, are based onshevdntages that could develop
from consumer to consumer interaction. Hagel reisegnthe need for firms to develop a
new mindset to overcome a common aversion to cus®ialking to each other in order
to gain from the advantages that such interacteonkring. From a business perspective,
Bughin and Hagel [4] argue that the benefits to dagned from communities are
potentially extensive, although they caution thagteffectiveness will be a slow process.
Nevertheless, there is potential for diverse sauroé revenue to be gained and
information available to members can be both intera and cheaper than conventional
forms of marketing such as television. Narrow tegdesegments for marketing and sales
are complemented by the ubiquity of the Web englifire extension of niche markets to
more geographic areas. A key aspect of these coitiesus their ability to generate
traffic beyond the scope of average websites. Ms&y's research in this area has shown
that member retention can be as high as 18% dbxssin contrast to an average 1% for
other websites [4]. By developing online commumsiti&ms can foster relationships
between customers, reinforce brand recognition, cisgtomer feedback to develop
products and services more effectively, accumutatgomer information, improve pre
and post transaction services and test new prodeic 16, 22]. In essence, a business
supported online community is an effective tool @urstomer Relationship Management
(CRM).

Customers will be attracted to these sites, desipgie commercial nature, if they can
extract more value from the products and servidésreml by the firms. The value
proposition lies in the ability of customers to deenefits in their participation. The
business model must therefore take account of fepetiaracteristics that relate to a
community’s purpose to attract the customer witmemn interests. It must also
encompass those characteristics that support ttherlying strategy of the website owner
while recognising the customers’ need to realiskievdrom participation. The model
must also [2, 3]:

* Bring people together with common needs and interes

* Integrate published content with discussion forums

» Recognise the value in discussion forums

» Support aggregation of competing vendors and pudrigsto maximise the selection
available to ensure best value for members in actens relevant to their area of
interest

* Recognise the commercial motivation for the sitel gslan revenue return on
resources expended through enough customers
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Although Hagel argues that previous social modeléed to enhance the value
proposition of business communities, further idedi characteristics of online business
communities reflect some of the key characteristitsocially constructed sites. For
example, Walden asserts that a sense of sociahdpalp is essential for members to
encourage them to interact within a business contsngontext. This view is reflected
in the broader literature on socially constructadine communities [5, 16] and is
reflected in the social elements inherent in th&dl and tourism industry. Indeed, Hagel
uses a leisure travel community to illustrate theasmtages of a business sponsored online
community [3]. Travelocity was an early developéit® community site which supports
travel directories, flights, chat areas and trafsacapabilities and is one of many online
communities identified in the travel industry [2The travel industry would seem to be
well suited to the notion of online communities.heTindustry was an early mover in
information technology use, is highly dependent information and has a diverse
customer base [8]. In addition, the social elemartisrent in leisure travel would likely
encourage interaction between travellers eager hares experiences. Wang and
Fesenmaier [21] assert that online communities hawelutionised the way travel
industry customers communicate and access resoarmeshat they have changed the
rules for conducting business. They discuss thduentes that affect people’s
participation in such online communities and présiur constructs that relate to
member needs within a travel community (Figure 1).

a )

Psychological

Functional

Information
Efficiency
Convenience

Social

Affiliation
Belonging
Identification

Communication
Relationship
Involvement

Trust

Community

Hedonic

Entertainment
Enjoyment
Amusement
Fun

Figure 1: Measuring online travel community negsisurce, Wang & Fesenmaier 2004)

Large numbers of customers can communicate peeedo- without time and
geographical barriers. They can obtain travelrmftion, find travel companions, seek
tips and suggestions and have fun relating expeggenof travel. It is this last element that
is often overlooked in considering factors thave@ community.

The benefits of an online community appear to bterestve. However, there is a
division of opinion as to which constructs of a eounity model should be applied to a
business site. There is disagreement as to whitbesocial complexities of communities
can be or should be considered in a commercialegbriB, 16, 22]. The identified
constructs from both socially constructed commuhigrature and business community
literature have been drawn together in Figure 2 fHsulting model is supported by input
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from the travel community literature to account fitre important element of the
underlying characteristics of diverse sites sucim@sstry specific communities.

The constructs are tested against one of the nogsilar travel community websites
online owned by the travel publisher, Lonely Plaf#8]. Their community site has
evolved and expanded over the ten years of itdede and additional facilities have
extended the business model to include B2B faedlitiUsing the Lonely Planet site as a
case study of a business community website hagaeadvantages. The site has been
well established for ten years and has a largedaretse membership. It attracts a wide

range of people and is perceived to be a successfuhple of an online community [10,
11, 23, 24].

Sense of belonging

Shared history

Exchange of information/ support/ services
Shared convention and common obligations
Variety of participants

SHARED SPACE

Computer mediated platform
that allows for:
interaction, accessibility &
multiple membership

SOCIAL/
BUSINESS

Common interests, goals
Active participation, strong interaction
Emotional ties

Integrated content "
Aggregation of content m:ﬁ:ﬁynziisal?sfembeemngz{: forieal mass)
Commercial motivation/ planned revenue . - .

- Psychological, functional & hedonic
Membership growth ) .
it needs related to specific site

Figure 2: Identified constructs of social and bassionline communities

4. The Research Design

The research design is based on Netnography, amsah of ethnography that has
been adapted for the purpose of studying onlinenconities [5]. Ethnographers seek to
understand the organisation of social action ini@aar settings, based on observations
[25 p. 123]. The method enables an understandifpw conversations or texts depict
reality rather than an assessment of whether theyrae or false. The environment of
the Internet, which is still in a period of innonat, experimentation, and rapid change,
leads to new requirements in addressing questinds‘r@quires adapting ethnographic
methods to new technological environments” [2664.]4

Netnography is ‘based primarily on the observatérextual discourse’ [5 p. 64]. If
the posting of text in a computer environment (alin@ community) is in itself a social
action as described by Wittgenstein, then the stfdye ‘conversational act’ becomes
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valid. Netnography allows for flexibility, but prales rigour in the analysis of
conversations conducted through the computer methuext form [5].

While described as a tool for market researcheetnagraphy enables “important
insights into the more mainstream consumer behawbduomorrow.” [5 p. 70]. This
supports the examination of online business spedsoommunities that are developing
greater interaction with consumers.

4.1. Data collection and analysis

The collection of data from a website communityuiegs that some decisions be taken
regarding the method of collection. In this reskattte emphasis of data collection is
moved from the perspectives of the initiators asdrsi of the website in favour of the
more objective online perspective [27 p. 234]. Tapproach focuses on “what is online”
from the perspective of what the user experiences.

One author has been an observer of Lonely Plamenéoe than a year. The second
author came to the project with no previous knog&edf the site. Observations for this
paper took place over a period of three months wrthally daily access by both authors.
Access was carried out independently and suppdayeflequent discussions to analyse
the data found. In this way analysis was ongoimgubhout the data collection.

The analysis of textual data must take into accdmtcultural/holistic perspective of
the website community. For this reason a purelyter@ranalysis approach that quantifies
the number of codings is not sufficient. SilvernjaB] cautions against the problem of
confining categories when addressing the analygisxd. His arguments support calls for
a more holistic approach using categories of meptorallow for a broader interplay of
technigues such as ‘noting patterns, seeing pléit\gitlmaking comparisons etc’ [28
p.204]. To guide the categories of meanings, aaarfgquestions were applied to the
analysis (Hammersely and Atkinson in [25]). Theseeggions are drawn from the
literature regarding the key characteristics ofiabc constructed communities and
business constructed communities (Table 1), basedeomodel in Figure 2.

The questions were applied to an examination ofwkbsite independently by the
researchers. Where content was judged to accrumdoof the constructs, notes were
made. For example, following the discussion ondéath of a member of the discussion
board, both researchers deemed the messages tagbilothe constructs of strong
evidence of social belonging and emotional tiegos€ checking of notes between the
authors followed the initial independent assessadfinally, a joint application of the
questions to the website was then made to validaanings and seek plausibility.
(Unfortunately, for ethical reasons the authors amable to quote from customer
contributions to the site.)

Question Construct Source
Is there evidence of a concept of social belonging3ocial [22]
Is there exchange of information, support and | Social [16]
services?
Does the community share conventions, languag&ocial [16]
and protocols?
Does the community display a shared interest? Bocia | [2, 3, 16]
Business
Is there evidence of active participation, strong | oci8l [3, 16, 21]
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interaction and emotional ties? Business
Does the community meet the psychological, Social [21]
functional, social and hedonic needs of its Business
members?

Is published content integrated with discussion | Business [3]
forums?

Does aggregation of information from a range of Business [3]
sources ensure best value for members?

Is there evidence of a commercial motivation fo Business [3, 4]
the site and plans for revenue return on resources

expended?

Table 1: Questions for analysis of text

5. Lonely Planet — The Case Study

Lonely Planet travel guides were established in219ith their first publication
describing an overland trip from the UK to Austaaby the owners. This book set the
profile for the type of person that is attractedhe guide books with the emphasis being
on independent, adventurous travel. A second botawed in 1975 and the company
became well established with the publication otialg to India in 1981 [11]. Today, the
company has over 400 employees in four countrlefilas more than 600 titles in print,
total sales in excess of 6 million copies and naaoants for one quarter of all English
language guidebooks sold [11].

A survey of bookstore owners in the United Stay found that Lonely Planet was
one of the most recognised brands with the wid&sial coverage of any guide book
series. The company dominates the Australian trewek market, is a leading brand in
the UK and in 2000 was ranked third in the US [Z3]e guide books have remained as
predominately targeted at independent travelles) bf the backpacking type and those
that like to travel in far remote destinations.

The company established itself online in 1994 dmwdsite now has a loyal community
of 250,000 registered members and receives more 3Hamillion visits a month. The
online bulletin board, The Thorn Tree, receivedrol®00 postings a day [23] in 2000
and this has risen to more than 5000 posts a d2§08 [29].

The Lonely Planet website gained further recogniiio the press following the 2004
tsunami disaster. A section of the community sites wievoted to reporting ‘missing and
found’ people who were visiting or living in thewdestated countries at the time of the
disaster [29]. The website continues to give umlatethe restoration work in each of the
affected countries and provides links to organsetisuch as Red Cross, Red Crescent
anduNICEF.

In 2004, Lonely Planet launched a content senagarovide in-depth content for B2B
players in the travel industry. The content caniriiegrated with booking engines or
customised according to the business customer n&bdscompany has also invested in
mobile technologies in partnership with Nokia, Qrarand Gate5 to offer city guides and
tour maps via mobile phones. In addition Lonelynetahas developed a number of other
business initiatives such as television programmedyction, online ordering for
booksellers and a photographic library.

The concept of Lonely Planet as an information s®uand community site for
travellers is well recognised. The influence tha¢ tompany has had on the travel
industry is difficult to estimate, but is seen g quarters as extensive: ‘the world’s
largest single influence on tourism’ [23p 19]. Thest generation of Lonely Planet
travellers have moved on in terms of income arastifle and it appears that these early
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customers demand more comfort and organisatiomeir travel, but retain a sense of
adventure [10]. This is reflected in recently reciggd trends in the travel industry that
include more demand for experiential travel, anrease in ecotourism and more
educational/nature orientated holidays [30].

6. Community Site Content

There is a wide range of people contributing to ltbeely Planet site. Many of the
sections are managed by the Lonely Planet teampaodde direct information to
travellers in a structured and informative way. Tbee of the content reflects the brand
that the company projects in that it is informatlandependent and addresses visitors as
travellers as opposed to tourists. Several sectawa written by freelance travel writers
and some by contributors to the community site.k&imo travel service providers are
given, taking prospective customers directly toghaviders’ own websites. There are no
advertisements on the Lonely Planet site, but s¢lieks are provided to a wide range of
interest and information groups covering topicshsas health, planning, activities and
news.

The breadth of content providing dedicated travdbrmation is impressive and
addresses numerous areas that are of interesiviglars. An overview of type of content
is given in Figure 3 which shows the home pageiohDecember 2005.
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Figure 3: Lonely Planet Homepage dated 19th Dece2{@h
(Reproduced with permission from the Lonely Plamebsite www.lonelyplanet.com
© 2006 Lonely Planet Publications)
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The site is well laid out and information is easyatcess. The frequent changes to the
information makes for a recurring curiosity to sgbat is on the site and maintains
interest levels very effectively. The weekly questto the ‘expert’ covers a wide range of
subjects from ‘who to trust on a solo journey’ é@@mmendations of how to plan a trip to
Asia. There is a significant section of author Isldigat invites contributions from visitors.
There are usually four blogs running at one timleictv alternate as a main feature on the
home page virtually daily.

There are two main sources of peer to peer inieracin the website. The first is the
discussion board, The Thorn Tree; an extensiveuresocovering a range of subjects
listed under four headings:

* The Tree House with currently 7 branches addrdesedravel orientated subjects
such as sport and culture.

» The Newsstand (2 branches) covers more recentseseah as the 2004 tsunami

» The Lobby (17 branches) addresses specific seabioiie community such as
gays, children, women, diving, sailing etc

» The Departure Lounge has 22 branches and addigssgsaphic regions of the
world

An example of the range of discussion threads anddication of the number of
topics is shown in Figure 4. The more popular teittract multiple postings and
advice is given to many people.

Activities 8 Gear 874 Topics
Go outside, run around, get some stuff to help you do it

On Your Bike 1204 Topics
Welo, Fahrrad, Bisikleta - get on a bicycle to see the world

Diving & Snorkelling 445 Topics
Because it's better underwater

Health (Read our disclaimer!) 7939 Topics
Things that give you the schistosomes.

Speaking in Tongues 718 Topics
Wrap ywour laughing gear 'round the local lingo

Computers, Cameras, Phones 1348 Topics
Wired or wireless? Turn on or drop out? Record or remember? How hi-tech should travel bet Stay tuned.

Gay & Leshian Travellers 1065 Topics
Being out when you're getting about

Older Travellers 472 Topics
Spend the kids' inheritance and hit the road

Kids To Go 2312 Tapics
Lugging the littlies 'round the globe

Travellers With Disabilities 294 Topics
Get ready, willing and able

Figure 4: Extract from Lonely Planet’s Thorn Tremdim’s Discussion Threads
(Reproduced with permission from the Lonely Plamebsite
www.lonelyplanet.com © 2006 Lonely Planet Publicas)
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The second main source of peer to peer conterfteifPbstcard section. The content
comes from “the mountain of mail” that Lonely Plameceives from travellers on the
road. Topics range “from how to get a summer jolesuratemala to how to find a cold
beer in Timbuktu.” Readers are cautioned that ttwetent is not moderated and the
company takes no responsibility for its authentichA similar disclaimer can be seen
against the health thread in Figure 4 above.

Lonely Planet makes it clear that they welcome ssbions from consumers and at
one point had a section on the home page descritavg travellers could aspire to
become travel writers. In this way they keep a floixsubmissions open and encourage
travellers to contribute well written articles.

Mobile services are also on offer and details #&pldyed on the website. The services
are run in conjunction with Nokia, Orange and Gatend offer city maps and guides to
places of interest in specific citfes

The B2B part of the site was developed, more régdiman the consumer parts of the
site, in 2004 [11]. The site provides details fobksellers and other companies about the
products and services available from Lonely Planefthe development of a data
warehouse or knowledge base for the company [28hanged its ability to reconfigure
content in a wide variety of ways. The company imagle full and imaginative use of
this flexibility to offer customised products tohet companies, such as the Motorola
European Phrasebook. It offers these productsrimt pr digital form, together with
support services to ensure quality of product.tiarrofferings in the business to business
field include customised content integration (faamaple, into an organisation’s portal or
booking service), maps, photographs and corportiteggvices.

Lonely Planet also has a television production camypthat produces travel series. The
website invites ideas and resumes from interestefegsionals in the same spirit it
remains open to authors’ submissions. Booksellexrsalso addressed in the site and are
offered a range of services from ordering book#enicatalogues, and sales information.
Although Lonely Planet offers its books for sal@ \the community site, they rarely
appear to offer discounted prices and charge fetagge and packing. This ensures that
the books are available world wide but does noeurut their retail customers.

7. Discussion

In this section the findings from the examinatioh tbe Lonely Planet site are
considered within the constructs depicted in Figuwdhere are, naturally, overlaps in
this rather artificial division of the discussioatht enables clearer understanding of how
the community has taken the social online commumsiiyicture into the business
environment.

7.1 The shared space

In the virtual settlement of the community, the ebnPlanet site shows no discernible
border between the website and its community spEts. approach to a community site
is more familiar in a socially constructed commuynithere activities additional to the
community rarely exist. In a business owned comitgusite, the web pages are
multifunctional and the community is often accesse&da dedicated link to the home

! These services are no longer visible (March 2006)
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page. The encompassing approach to the communityuesiges visitors to browse the
site. Rather than click through to specific arghs, site invites users to view the content
and offers opportunities to interact with the comypar with other visitors. This supports
Jones’ virtual settlement requirements for a mimmilevel of interactivity and a virtual
common-public-space in which that interactivity oz The further requirements of a
variety of communicators and a minimum level of nbenship are supported by the open
nature of the virtual space as it is freely avddab all visitors to the Internet.

7.2. Social Constructs

The constructs that are found predominantly in titerature on social online
communities address the concept of social belongfigrmation and services and shared
conventions. The Lonely Planet site contains atanlial amount of information. This
comes from Lonely Planet employees, community mesbfeelance authors and
photographers, all of whom contribute content frenery ‘continent and backwater
cranny’ (Lonely Planet website). It is not alwayssgible to discern the individual
provenance of the information as emphasis is placeithe richness of content rather than
its source, although short author profiles are songs given. This broadness of content
enhances the strong sense of social belonginggleatident on the website in that extra
emphasis is not placed on the paid-for contents $hnse of belonging is evident through
postings to the discussion board (The Thorn Tréd&@mbers often refer to themselves as
‘TTers’ and there is frequent recognition of usemea and references to previous
postings. The informal nature of the language atstributes to a sense of inclusiveness
and underlines the perception of a community with only similar interests but also
similar views.

These similarities between community members refigributes that are evident in
Lonely Planet’s strong brand. Brand reinforcemsmntat a common attribute of socially
constructed communities, but rather is seen asjarrmadvantage of business sponsored
communities [6, 7]. The brand image is varioudBscribed by the company, the
contributors, and the literature as irreverentoiimfal, open, sharing, caring and honest.
The brand attracts people who see themselves apandent-minded, travellers rather
than tourists, with a passion for travel that isrsd within the community. There is a
supporting ethos of environmental awareness andoaimitment to a humanitarian
approach to peoples and cultures shown, for exangieghe links to charities and to
information on how to volunteer for projects in dwping countries. It is perhaps not
surprising that the concept of brand image, a kesirtess strategy, is very evident in the
strong concept of social belonging. The tendencyéwple to attribute anthropomorphic
values to a brand with which they identify is wkiiown in the business world [31].
Lonely Planet underpins the brand with the natdrthe content in the site such as the
author blogs which describe the travels of indepenhdravellers. This in turn is
reinforced by tales from the Thorn Tree contribstdurther entwining the sense of
belonging with the brand.

The social construct of shared information, supportl services is evident in the
community and accords closely with the businesstroat of integration of content with
discussion forums. Author blogs, and postcardsim@terlinked through other content
areas to provide extensive coverage of the diftecenntries profiled on the homepage
and in the sidebars. Occasional links from the hmage to specific content on the
discussion board also support the range of comkevited to a currently promoted topic.
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The company encourages input from contributors udjinothe discussion board and
postcards, as well as providing feedback oppoiesithrough the contact link.

7.3. Social & Business Constructs

Common interests or shared needs are seen asialserioth a social and a business
sponsored community site [2]. This is closely mdato the sense of social belonging
where the sharing of interests enhances the séfisevith a community. The very broad
subject of world travel is addressed by dividing thorld into regions on the discussion
board. This enables members with specific inteesbncentrate on certain areas of what
Is a very large community site. The breaking doWwmterests into discussion threads and
then topic areas (see Figure 4) attracts activécgaation in the form of considerable
customer-generated information through contribwjoquestions and feedback. The
postings from contributors interested in specifieas are thereby collated and there is
evidence that regular posters achieve well recegnistatus as authorities on local
conditions in specific regions. Lonely Planet recgates by frequently renewing the
home page and the links to this wealth of inforomtithereby keeping it fresh and
interesting. They enhance the website with newestdnbut retain easy-to-follow links to
recent coverage. Links to other sites are wellntagned and appropriate to the brand
image.

From a business perspective, common interest@laceevident in Lonely Planet’s
business relationships. The travel service prosidaat offer booking services to the
community are established tourism industry play&rsere are similarities in the feel of
these businesses that make them likely to appeedrtomunity members. For example,
World Travel is a tour operator that specialiseadwenture trips such as trekking in the
Andes, rather than more conventional tour offerings

The community site has the capability to meet threefional needs of members; that is
those seeking to fulfil specific activities [12h the case of Lonely Planet those activities
are centred on the retrieving or giving of inforraat but may include online purchases
of travel guides. The exchange of travel informatio a community is made more
efficient and convenient by the online environmerhis is borne out by the Lonely
Planet site where the range of information offeredextensive and well structured.
Travellers can easily access information abouttheaisas, transport, accommodation
and public holidays for virtually any country theltows travellers. An element that has
rarely been addressed in the literature is the meetedonic rewards [21]. Wang and
Fesenmaier argue that the need for entertainmejayraent, amusement and fun are
essential elements of a successful website inrgweltand tourism industry. Thorn Tree
postings support the recognition of the hedonicstoigct as an important factor in a
vibrant community travel site and several discussimeads and postings display a strong
element of enjoyment and fun.

Lonely Planet is keenly aware of its customer bas# shows a strong understanding
of who its customers are. They foster a commumi&t tontributes to the concept of the
shared goal, a crucial construct of an online comtyy16], and gain input that enables
them to adjust their products and services in aging world. For example, the company
is well informed as to the current most populavetadestinations, they track trends to
predict future destinations and types of travel Hrey accumulate content that supports
the re-issue of their guides every two to threggea

It is not possible to see to what extent the comgdters content from contributors
although its stated policies acknowledge that sormemal moderation of content takes
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place. Filtering of content does not appear to chma the perception that content is
shared and that all contributions are of equal #atuthe community. Lonely Planet is
effective in drawing the community into cooperatigacouragement and support of
travellers and would-be travellers. (From a usekwof the website it appears as though
some of the members were more armchair travellatiser than active journeyers.)
Information is available in Lonely Planet's compeaekive range of travel books and
effectively supported by contributions from a rarafdinks within the site. The mutual
support network is enhanced by the enthusiasm efTihorn Tree contributors who
encourage fellow members to report back on theis troffer advice and show a high
level of interaction and strong emotional ties [1l@hese ties are evident in the
recognition of user names in ‘conversations’, suiyp® messages to those discussing
illnesses and, in a particular example, the higmlmer of postings following the news of
the death of a long term member of the board. Thelmwlogical needs of affiliation,
belonging and identification [21] in a travel commity are recognisable in these ties.

Wang and Fesenmaier [12] argue that trust is essémit relationships to flourish in a
community. The social needs of members are methbyability to communicate and
develop relationships, exchange ideas and sharerierpes. Members increase their
involvement and activity as they develop trusthe tommunity and this trend can be
identified through the user profiles available Ire tdiscussion board. The veracity of
experiences is rarely challenged although inapjatgoror ill advised postings receive
instant rebuffs from members. Feedback from travelindicates that advice and tips
from fellow members are often acted upon supporting presence of trust in the
community.

7.4. Business Constructs

The business constructs of an online community rexe commonly recognised in
socially constructed communities. The use of irdtgt content, aggregation of
information and commercial motivations are spealfic addressed in the business
community literature [2, 3].

Integration of content is a key feature of the wiith references to the discussion board
appearing alongside news items on the homepagee Tha cross referencing that ends
in suggestions for buying the appropriate guidethear topic under discussion. Content
comes from a wide variety of sources, but is preskin aggregated format as value-
added services to community members. The commemméVations of the Lonely Planet
website are not overt, although many opportunisies taken to link to the sales site to
purchase books relevant to the discussion. It ssipte that the strong brand loyalty of
community members and the hedonic element of tréiteslature enable visitors to
overlook the many links to the company’s produnts iway that does not occur in other
situations.

The presentation of business to business acBvgi@ot obtrusive, with pages open to
general browsing and well presented with graphiu$ descriptions. Only the Images
section, with online sales of photographic imageguires registration. This openness is
an important factor in maintaining the communitglfef the website in that members of
the community are not excluded from areas of ttee $ihe commercial section, with its
potential to be a significant revenue source, & kaw key but effective. Lonely Planet
has succeeded, so far, in maintaining the commusity while recognising the
commercial potential enhanced by the developmethaif content management system
[23]. The potential for B2B sales promoted throdigéir site is very significant with the
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ability to customise content for other businesseprint or digital form and to interlink
that content with customers’ existing online systeithe powerful Lonely Planet brand
together with the depth of its knowledge base mlesiopportunities for the company to
exploit customised solutions and increase its mssinto business activities. The B2B
section was only added in 2004 and it remains toséen if the current integrated
website/community format continues to be used.

8. Conclusions

In considering the success of the Lonely Planetroamity, it is evident that the parties
involved gain from accessing the site. Visitorshe site can find a wealth of information
on a range of travel related topics. Those thabsh to register and become members
can gain a strong sense of community and have no@mprtunities to share their
experiences and interact with other members. Thain gpportunities to make
relationships through the discussion board andnaesef belonging to a community of
like-minded people. Contributions from members ¢ati that they achieve enjoyment
and a sense of fun from participation and gainedlam Lonely Planet’s site.

Lonely Planet realises several benefits from tharoanity. They have a constant flow
of information, albeit unstructured and often eifes and feedback. They develop and
maintain a high level of loyalty from a substanttammunity membership that reinforces
brand recognition. The opportunities to accumutaistomer information and to build
customer relationships are extensive. More recertiynely Planet has added an
extensive business to business site that has ttent@d to add significantly to the
company’s revenue streams.

Lonely Planet has developed a business community thiat addresses the key
characteristics of success noted in the literdug 22]. The company has integrated its
content well, and offers a wide range of informatto support their members’ interests.
They have devoted resources to ensuring that cestoreeds such as involvement,
entertainment, information and identification [24te met. They offer services and
resources that add value to members’ travel expegieand have succeeded in drawing a
critical mass of members to the community site. e dompany has not ignored the
commercial motivations for the site and have dgwetbservices that have the potential to
bring substantial revenue streams.

A key element of Lonely Planet’s success is itsnagkedgement of the social
complexities of communities. Indeed, the interlimkiof business and social constructs is
much closer and more important than the literapmedicts. The Lonely Planet site
incorporates the recognised constructs of soc@liyposed community websites. There
is evidence of the concept of social belonging stmated interests, extensive exchange of
information, with shared conventions and languagd atrong emotional ties. The
company does not take a pragmatic view of busirgg®ortunities or neglect the
community complexities as described by Preece aaldm¢y-Krichmar [16]. It enhances
the value proposition to its customers [3], butwsll-structured and thoughtful in its
approach to developing a sense of social belon@p This has been supported by the
company’s recognition and understanding of itsaustr base; a process enhanced by the
years of community site interaction with those oustrs.

Lonely Planet’'s move of adding business to busimeswities to its community has
not, to date, affected its ability to maintain acessful community. The company has
proceeded slowly taking ten years to reach theteot position and present a community
model that may offer characteristics of interesbttwer firms.
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9. Applicability of the Case

The use of a case study to examine the developaieat online community arouses
issues of generalisability. While generalisationghe population cannot be made, case
studies should ‘be seen as explanations of paatiq@tienomena derived from empirical
interpretive research in IS settings, which may aduable in the future in other
organisations and contexts’ [32 p. 79]. It alsowB for a view of a situation to be given
that can inform the ‘what is’ and ‘what may be’afjiven situation [33]. The use of an
established community like Lonely Planet as a csdy contributes to the ability to
generalise the findings back to theory and enableiew of possible ways that business
community building can progress.

The business community model examined in this rebeaesides in the tourism
industry where communities are numerous and sati@taction is a common desire of
many consumers. The tourism industry is informatich and the case study company
does not focus heavily on business to consumeneritansactions. The company has
built a very strong brand image that attracts amtifiable type of customer, although the
profile has broadened over the years as the com@anyits customers, have matured.
The social constructs of community building may affer the same advantages to other
companies that are evident in this case and mayeaatpplicable in other industries.
Nevertheless, significant benefits have accruetateely Planet through its community
and the advantages of committing resources to stipgahe constructs of a socially
constructed community within a business site shoutd be overlooked by other
companies in all industry sectors.

10. Policy Aspects

The growth in number and popularity of businessnspeed online communities raises
new questions for the future development of alirkcommunities. Social communities
have evolved over many years with collective apginea to self-regulation where
members have contributed to the development obpodé. The many different faces of
these communities, representing a vast array efasts, have led to the development of a
wide variety of regulatory devices to services itingieds. These devices though, may not
service those online communities that are busingsensored. The commercial
underpinning of such communities influences thedlpminance of company objectives
over members’ interests and raises questions ngtafrself-regulation but of control,
policy development and external regulation.

The consideration of policy aspects of online comities was not part of our aims in
conducting the research, but our reflections on dase lead us to believe that the
development of policy is an area where significdifterences between the types of
community exist. We have used our case study ofoaline business sponsored
community to reflect on some of the issues of adntwnership and regulation that may
affect the development of such communities.

The use of a case study in research raises questiggeneralisability and applicability
to other cases. Nevertheless, the ability to passstipns from the analysis of a case is
rarely disputed. Discussing business sponsoreduaircommunities through an
observation of the Lonely Planet online communi&g maised more questions than we
have found answers for. This is particularly trurethe reflection on how business
sponsored communities may differ from socially ¢amged online communities in the
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determination of policies from the individual commity to industry, professional and
governmental levels.

The primary reason for an online community to exssthat of shared interests and
common goals, supported by repeated and activeasctien. However, the ultimate aims
of the social and the business constructed vidoaimunities are very different. Socially
constructed communities have their roots in theisaf communications for personal
and societal reasons. Those communities sponsoyedubinesses, however socially
orientated, are not constructed nor run for aliwi®asons. Commercial forces drive the
creation and development of these communities aatisable benefits to the business
will therefore dominate their existence. Hagel &n#strong are very clear about the
benefits that can accrue. As discussed in our pdpese include the key aspect of
generating traffic beyond the scope of the avenagbsite, and the improvement of
customer service through feedback and accumulafedmation.

Socially constructed online communities have dgwedb complex and effective
policies over many years to support the elementgust, privacy and relevance. The
structure of these communities, and their origimsthe concept of shared goals and
interests, means that there has to be a large etevheself-regulation. For example, in
communities such as Slashdot the growth of memierngd to the need for more
moderation of content to keep focus and relevamcesa a broad range of topics. The
development of tried and tested methods of communideration has enabled this site
to maintain its broad base and keep member interactlevant and appropriate. This
requires commitment from the members and adhereéocshared conventions and
protocols, particularly as few socially constructammmunities have funds to maintain
their sites and are heavily reliant on self-govagga Where communities fail to establish
trust and relevance to enhance the shared goalsemsk of belonging, membership
drops to unsustainable levels.

In a business situation there appear to be sigmificlifferences in the approach to
establishing policies, although this is difficutt tonfirm from an observational research
stance. From a managerial perspective it is diffifar firms to let the same amount of
control pass to the community participants as ense socially sponsored sites. This
would require extensive organisational change awl levels of trust to be established
before the slow process of benefit realisation he¢p show a return. The need to accrue
benefits and the element of control intrinsic tousiness operation makes for a different
approach to policy issues. Charles Handy argues \htuality brings managerial
dilemmas to organisations where trust must be eento all stakeholders to
accommodate new approaches within the electrorsmbss environment. He believes
that attitudes must change radically to alter westiablished tradition boundaries where
efficiency and control are interlinked. Peer to rpegeraction as promoted in virtual
communities is a new and not always welcome coniceptany industries (Walden) and
Is a potential threat to managerial control. Suthraction requires that some elements of
control be ceded to the customer, although Haggles that this opens up the
opportunity to enhance efficiency.

We believe that the establishment of policy withime online business-owned
community raises real dilemmas for a firm. In tlese of Lonely Planet where social
constructs are strongly embedded in a commerdiatigled community there needs to be
a balance between trust and control. If contrahefpeer to peer interaction is too overt it
will impinge on the ability of the site to functicas a social composed community. If
control is too lax it can impact the firm in theryareas that a virtual community would
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be expected to benefit such as customer relatippsand marketing. Commercial
sensitivities therefore have an impact on the neednoderate the site, but must be
balanced against affecting the concept of trustraysibits members. As discussed in the
paper, trust is essential if relationships areldaarish and members are to increase their
involvement and engage in the community.

A further important distinction for the businessred communities lies in their ability
to draw on resources. A business sponsored siteceinmercial benefits is likely to have
greater resources at hand to maintain and adnmnistesite. Moderation is therefore not
necessarily a commitment to the community, asii socially constructed sites, but paid
for employment. This potentially changes the petioaepof the role of the moderator as
one of upholding ‘average opinion’ to the role gfholding ‘the perspective of the
employer’; that is the business owner. In the aailséonely Planet, the firm has the
resources to moderate a very large range of tdpieatls and encourages interaction
across a very broad spectrum of subjects. The trafle between focus and
comprehensiveness that challenges many socialgdbsites is therefore not an issue for
Lonely Planet. In their case, it seems that congmsiveness is a positive benefit from
the community. Information derived from this souces contribute details for their travel
guides, and enables the firm to build up an impvessnderstanding of tourism trends.

Nevertheless, the use of online communities asrarrcial tool raises the question as
to whether, where commercial gain exists, there eednfor more regulation or
intervention from outside bodies, such as goverriraeprofessional organisations.

The major difficulty in establishing how policy ddepment is evolving in commercial
sites is the very sensitivity that causes the dibenfor businesses. Whereas in social
sites, mediation techniques, appointment of modesaand policy decisions are often
posted online and widely discussed, in businessyuamities there is less openness. Entry
to the Lonely Planet site requires agreement ton§eof Use. While these give some
details of site policy, there is less informatiantbe moderators and how much control is
exercised by them than in non-commercial sitesclBisiers and avenues for complaints
detailed in the Terms of Use lead the observer ssume that the policies for this
particular site are well defined and legally infeh However, more research is necessary
before any real conclusions can be drawn concerpoigy development in business
sponsored community sites.

In our case study we examined a business sponsorachunity that is based in the
travel industry. There are relatively low levelsrik for the business or the community
in this sector, particularly as the information lexcged in member interaction generally
follows the type of information already published the company’s books. Other
industries may pose greater problems in the conadptharnessing large user
memberships for commercial purposes. For exampléie media and communications
industries, the rise of oligopolies generates qaestabout how much oversight there
should be of communities sponsored by such compaHiew much does it matter to the
community members that they are freely sharingrinfdion and often expertise with
huge powerful companies through a shared space whieh they have little control?
How much influence can the companies exert viactmemunity?

Protecting users from the potential pitfalls of ecoamity membership is a complex and
difficult challenge. In the health sector, for exde) there are numerous communities that
cover such things as chronic iliness, child reaang alternative medicine. The creation
of such communities by perhaps, a pharmaceuticabeny has greater implications for
users than a socially sponsored community. For pkandiscussions on use of baby
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formula in mother/toddler communities is likely vary between a site sponsored by a
manufacturer of baby foods and a socially constdisite initiated by new mothers.

The simple argument is that community members rgast from the community to
stay and fears of interference or unethical behawmuld lead to members deserting the
shared space. More complex considerations of undieence, subtle manipulation,
moral copyright and information gathering are veifficult to address in business
sponsored communities. Open, public discussionsvest members through an
uncensored interactive medium would support ancating’ role as to the negative and
the positive attributes of any online communityisTiequires a high level of transparency
regarding ownership and control mechanisms, witldemation protocols made visible
and open to outside examination. If and how thmsukhbe regulated and who should be
responsible for oversight are questions that hase ty be addressed. Control and
regulation of the Internet is a difficult and complarea given the lack of national
boundaries and the culture of openness that mdmgvbeharacterises the Internet.

In the case of software, the development of opemcgosoftware licensing agreements
provides one model of regulatory control that hashed from the contribution of
individuals’ expertise that is freely given to tbemmunity. In this case, the contribution
has come from socially constructed communities thatve collectively produced
outcomes of commercial worth that have been pretetiom exploitation. The use of
open source software licensing models has enablddrwse of the software without
overly encroaching on the open nature of its odgirhis may provide a model for other
areas where open development of content evolvesghrcollaboration from freely given
expertise of contributors.

On a separate note, two issues that will affecimnentommunities and require more
open discussion are control of the Internet andigeeof the digital divide. The essence
of the Internet is its openness, but currentlydheme strong arguments that a struggle for
control of the Internet is being fiercely wagedvibstn business, government, technical
and the Net user community. Decisions are beingenthat affect all Internet users, but
there is a lack of openness that is completely onodeatic. The outcomes of these
struggles could have a significant impact on theettgment of social communities,
which have flourished on the ‘gift economy’ ethdsearly Web users. If open access to
the Web is curtailed then socially constructedrm@itommunities will be subject to more
authority than currently exists. Business sponsocemmunities, backed by the
influences and resources of large companies, may flourish more easily and less
transparently than social sites constructed byviddally motivated users. Regulation
then becomes more necessary to ensure ethical com@ed adherence to laws affecting
such things as privacy and copyright.

The latter issue of the digital divide may requitere intervention from governmental
bodies. Social exclusion in an increasingly netwedrkvorld is becoming a divisive issue,
whether caused by geographic, economic, educatmmgénder factors. Businesses are
already moving away from more publicly open commyumodels towards communities
with invited members, selected from identified \eucustomer profiles. These create a
smaller, more focussed membership that encourageaseg interaction. This trend has the
potential not only to deepen the digital divide baises issues of control, transparency
and influence. These issues should generate thateddétr the use of the Internet to
promote inclusiveness such as the concept of sgbsithcentives from public sources to
promote online communities for the socially disateged.
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11. Further Research

The research was conducted from the perspective pdtential user of the site. A
participant study of an online travel community \Wbisupport and inform further
interpretation of the needs, characteristics analsgof both community members and
community owners. This would enable the researclexiend beyond recognition of
constructs to encompass understanding of the ntiminga and benefits of both the
community creators and the community members.

Identification of similarly vibrant communities isngoing. Further research to
empirically test the findings of this paper in a&der range of industries is essential to
identify how business communities are developing.
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