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Being small and managing communities 

ABSTRACT 

Research on community management conducted in the past has used primarily examples and 

case studies within large corporations. Small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) also need 

to be included in community management, exploring the ways in which they deal with 

community management and if the large company theories on the subject can be applied to 

them. 

In an attempt to respond to this gap in community management we respond to the question of 

how do small and medium-sized companies utilize communities to communicate successfully 

to their consumers? 

During our work, we noted that SMEs were facing two phases when dealing with community 

management. A strategic step, where the company has to define its goals, its targets, the 

means it will invest and the tools it will use to deal with community management. The second 

phase being an operational step includes the creation of communities and the management of 

them.  

In the strategic step, we pointed out questions which companies have to address before 

starting community management including the benefits that the company expects from the 

community, the amount it will invest in it and the tools the company will use. 

In the operational step, five main principles were highlighted as commonly used by SMEs to 

communicate through communities: (1) promotion of an Ideal, (2) uniting around shared 

interests, (3) the use of the myth as a gathering factor, (4) the importance of the community 

involvement in the company, and (5) the physical interaction between community members 

and the brand. 

Additionally, we found that SMEs have two main advantages when it comes to collaborating 

with customers/fans that large businesses did not have: proximity and flexibility. However, 

we found that it was difficult for small companies to find competent people working in the 

community management field. 

This lack of knowledge within SMEs appeared to be the primary reason why most brand 

communities failed. Therefore, in this thesis we aimed to point out good habits in terms of 

community management in order for SMEs to possess a basic knowledge, thus enabling them 

to benefit from their advantages of proximity and flexibility, which are a result of by their size 

and is essential for community management. 
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« Les hommes sentent dans leur cœur qu’ils sont un 

même peuple lorsqu’ils ont une communauté d’idées, 

d’intérêts, d’affections, de souvenirs et d’espérances. » 

Denis Fustel de Coulanges 

“Men feel in their heart they are a single folk when they have a 

community of ideas, interests, affections, memories and hopes.” 
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Being small and managing communities 

1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 PREAMBLE 

In 2005 Georges Franck, a medium-sized ready to wear clothing company using home selling, 

was acquired by one of the leaders in the fashion industry: ALVEGA International Group. Big 

changes resulted in management style, with significant pressure applied to the sales force. “It 

was no longer an employee-friendly company, run by women who were intent in helping 

others to be well dressed,” said a former employee. 

Two years later, a group of salesmen left the company to create a new one, closer to the 

original spirit of Georges Franck. The clothes sold were made in France; the sales forces had 

no defined objectives and were their own managers. The precious human contact between 

salesmen and customers was once again rediscovered. 

Isabelle (2012), one founder of the new company tells us their story. The new company was 

doing well until Georges Franck sued it for unfair competition. Georges Franck was defeated, 

marking a huge victory for the newborn firm. Unfortunately, these months of uncertainty lead 

the small company to bankruptcy! However, groups of loyal consumers were motivated and 

helped the business be recreated. The second launching was successful. The small enterprise 

called Zaboudirect works well according to its value and is supported by faithful customers 

(Isabelle, 2012). 

Isabelle (2012), the founder of Zaboudirect told us during an interview: “I would like to 

promote our way of doing business, supporting a good atmosphere, good products and to help 

wives with children to work as much as they want, but I am unsure how I could do that.” 

As is often the case, SMEs recognize communication opportunities and values to promote but 

do not know how to proceed with them. 

1.2 BACKGROUND 

Jourdan, et al. (2011) and Pink (2006) emphasize that the consumer of the 21
st
 century is on 

the quest for meaning and is no longer passive in the selection of products to purchase. The 

21
st
 century consumer is a “fighting consumer” (Jourdan, et al., 2011). 

To respond to this new need of engagement from consumers, companies now need to find 

new ways of communication able to integrate consumer action (Jourdan, et al., 2011) and 

moreover, they should be able to take advantage of that in order to increase the benefits of this 

communication (Pink, 2006).  
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One of the new communication strategies developed by companies is community 

management (Maffesoli, 1996). This communication strategy responds to the main needs of 

the 21
st
 century‟s consumer: the possibility of expressing their ideas and the possibilities of 

supporting their values (Jourdan, et al., 2011). 

To avoid confusion on what community management is, we would like to briefly define 

communities. This word comes from the Latin word “communis” and has two different 

meanings. The most popular notion of community differs from the original because of an 

excessive modernist that bent the meaning. The current definition of community characterizes 

a group of people with something in common; this is a completely different meaning than the 

original meaning (“communità” in Italian), which conveys the existence of blood-related 

bonds. The development of the Internet requires us to redefine a third time the concept of 

community. This concept of “community” is now conjoined with that of “interests” (Cova & 

Cova, 2002).  

In this thesis we adapt a business perspective, meaning we will use the notion of community 

as a group of people with common interests and unionized by a shared ideal.  

When a community is unionized around the support of a brand, it is called Brand community 

(Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001). This brand community can be managed by the brand that created it 

in order to reinforce the links between its customers, or be managed by “brand admirers” that 

want to support one brand actively (Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001). 

From a company point of view, the term community management includes both the 

management of brand communities (Schau, et al., 2009) and the relationship between the 

brand and other communities distinct from the brand (Cova & Cova, 2002). 

The fact is that community management is not a one way communication from the brand to 

the market but is an engaging dialog and common action between communities and 

companies distinguish it from branding. 

Indeed, the web dictionary of marketing (Definitions-Webmarketing, 2011) states that 

branding is an advertising action launched to create a brand image or improve the brand 

notoriety thanks to advertising campaigns, commercial links, and so forth. On the contrary, 

community management implies activity and dialogue from both the brand and the company 

(Definitions-Webmarketing, 2011). In that way for many professionals, community 

management is a new kind of branding, adapted to the new consumer‟s needs (Bill, 2012). 

As well as in community management, a dialogue between the companies and the members 

has to be implemented. We can distinguish two kinds of community members: (1) the active 

members which are required in an efficient community. They will generate the content of the 

community and strength it (McWilliam, 2000). But also (2) the passive members which just 

support the community action. 
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A great deal of research has been conducted in the past few years about the new need for 

communities and the requirements for a company to integrate them into their strategies (Cova 

& Cova, 2002; Badot, et al., 1993; Cova, 1999; Kozinets, 1999). In addition, the area of the 

Internet, thanks to its communication possibilities, has changed the occidental individualist 

culture to a culture searching for a new social link through modern “tribes” and communities, 

which are companies and brands (Maffesoli, 1996). 

The study of the development of the Ubuntu OS illustrates the importance of the relationship 

between the consumer and the brand through its success. 

Ubuntu (the most used Linux OS) has experienced a major growth in the past 5-6 years, 

mostly due to its community. The main reason of its community activity was simple: it 

grouped people around shared interests. The system betted on speed; at the time of Windows 

Vista, only Ubuntu competed, who launched a version of impressive simplicity ("Flozz", 

2011). Many training sessions were organized in neighborhoods in order to teach people how 

to use the system. The human contact was strongly appreciated by the Ubuntu users present in 

these training sessions ("Flozz", 2011). Ubuntu is today the third OS provider after Windows 

and Mac OS: the communitarian strategy functioned ("Flozz", 2011). 

1.3 AIM OF THE REPORT 

Literature about community management often bases their research on the experiences of 

large companies (Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001; Schau, et al., 2009; Leheup, 2009; Lewi, 2009). 

However, as the preamble highlighted, SMEs also want to use this new kind of 

communication, taking advantage of it as well as large enterprises do. There is thus a gap to 

fill when it comes to community management within SME‟s, which have never been studied 

in literature. 

Knowing the existence of this gap, we decided to interview professionals from SMEs in order 

to understand how they deal with community management and to apply these findings to the 

community management theories designed according to large companies‟ data (Muniz & 

O'Guinn, 2001; Schau, et al., 2009; Leheup, 2009; Lewi, 2009). 

We hope to conclude how SMEs deal with communities and which of their practices differ 

from theory and to what extent. 

This being the purpose of this report, we ask the question, “How do small and medium-sized 

companies utilize communities to communicate successfully to their consumers?” and in a 

certain extend “What should SMEs take into account before entering in community 

management?” 
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1.4 RESEARCH QUESTION 

As we saw, community management is a new challenge for companies, including SMEs. 

SMEs interest is increasing for community management which appears as a better solution to 

compete against large businesses on classical media (written press, TV commercials, etc.) 

(Marion, 2012). Thus, they consider playing on a local level and through low cost media (i.e. 

Internet) to compete, by using communities to gain popularity among consumers and/or other 

benefits (Paul, 2012). 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore, understand and answer the following question: “How 

do SMEs utilize community management to communicate successfully to their 

consumers?” 

In addition to this question, a secondary issue would be to highlight “What should SMEs 

take into account before entering in community management?” 

This thesis should be viewed as a basis for professionals to develop an approach to 

community management. It also provides insights to decide whether or not it would be 

worthwhile to enter the field of community management for SMEs; the means needed when 

choosing such a communication strategy; and the possible benefits of community 

management for SMEs. 

As this is an explorative study, we kept our thinking on vague and broad theoretical ideas to 

give a first look on how SMEs were dealing and could deal with community management. 

This implies that this thesis is only a collection of large ideas which must be adapted by 

professionals to specific companies, industries, cultures, customers and consumers. 

1.5 STRUCTURE OF THE REPORT 

Our first part will cover the different existing theories about community management, the key 

factors used for successfully generating it, and then managing communities. 

Then, we will use the conducted interviews in order to highlight solutions used by SMEs 

when dealing with community management. 

As a last point, we will compare professional views on community management to theories 

and attempt to illustrate their use by SMEs in order to deal with communication through 

communities. This section will give us a realistic perspective on how much of our findings 

can be relevant and helpful for small and medium enterprises. 
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Being small and managing communities 

2 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

In this section, we will describe how we achieved the purpose of this thesis and how we 

conducted our research through several steps. The research methodology is a major part of our 

thesis, as it will help to understand our rationale, how we designed our thesis and the tools we 

used to conduct our study. Specifically the way we decided to gather and analyze data in order 

to answer our main research question. 

A thesis is critical thinking on a particular subject or topic conducted to add or bring new 

information to the studied area (Zikmund, et al., 2009). This thesis will be conducted as an 

explorative research on the field of community management within SMEs, physically and on 

the web. Hence, the purpose is to understand how community management works inside of 

those companies and also to identify what are the effects and factors of successful and 

efficient community management. 

2.1 RESEARCH DESIGN: OUR REASONING PROCESS 

Research design can be based on two main ways of reasoning referred to as either deductive 

or inductive (Bryman & Bell, 2011). These thought processes help the researcher to craft a 

link between theories and the real world (or social life). Together, they form a wheel of 

science (Wallace, 1971) that is the foundation of a thought process undertaken by researchers. 

This wheel describes the connection between theory and research. It also describes the 

impossibility of conducting research from a purely deductive approach without coming back 

to theory through an inductive approach, and reversely (Wallace, 1971). 

However, a third thought process exists referred to as abduction. The notion of abduction was 

introduced by the American philosopher Charles Sanders Pierce (1955) who argues that 

induction and deduction should be complemented by a third inference model called abduction 

that he claimed qualitatively different from the two other. 

In this section we will first describe what the main components of each reasoning process are, 

and then select our choice for a mainly inductive process. 
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Figure 2: The inductive process 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011) 

 

2.1.1 DEDUCTION, INDUCTION AND ABDUCTION: CRITICAL THINKING PROCESSES 

Deduction and induction are linked in a cyclical reasoning process going from theory to 

empirical data (Wallace, 1971). The first step for the researcher in the reasoning process is to 

form his/her research question and thus form hypotheses. The goal of all research is to 

validate or reject those hypotheses by confirming theories through empirical data or 

generalizing empirical data into theories. 

The deductive process starts from existing theories as a general aspect to observe a particular 

case, which tests those theories in the real world, in order to critique, validate or invalidate 

one or more hypotheses. This process moves from theories to data and emphasizes the need to 

explain causal relationships between variables. It is a highly structured approach where the 

researcher is independent of what is being researched, i.e. more objective than in an inductive 

process (Saunders, et al., 2009). 

The inductive process on the other hand is basically the opposite of the deductive process. It 

starts from a particular observation in the corporate world and attempts to expand this 

observation on a general aspect, generating some kind of theory. In other words, the 

researcher builds abstractions, concepts, hypotheses and theories from details: it is a bottom-

up kind of approach. This induction process is an approach that helps gain an understanding 

of what is going on in the real world (the research environment, context) and of the meanings 

that humans attach to events (Saunders, et al., 2009). 

Abduction could be considered as a matter of guessing (Svennevig, 2001) inherent to human 

sense making that infers to the two other previous methods in a process of scientific inquiry 

(Svennevig, 2001). 

  

Revision of theory

Hypotheses confirmed or rejected

Findings

Data collection

Hypothesis

Theorie

Theory

Draw conclusions

Test and analyze

Form hypotheses

Observations

State the question

Figure 1: The deductive process 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011) 
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Every set of observed facts could have an infinite set of explanations (Svennevig, 2001). 

“Any proposition added to observed facts, tending to make them applicable in any way to 

other circumstances than those under which they were observed, may be called a hypothesis.” 

(Peirce, 1955, pp. 150-151). Therefore, for each observation we can draw more than one 

suitable hypothesis to explain the fact. In this sense, abduction considers choosing only the 

more plausible hypothesis to be able to generalize observations in theories. This hypothesis 

should match three criteria to be considered as the most plausible one: the hypothesis should 

explain the facts, be economical and capable of being subjected to experimental testing (Fann, 

1970). 

2.1.2 OUR CHOICE 

To answer our research question, we decided to use primarily an inductive reasoning process 

by developing our thinking in four steps: 

1. Observations and background: What can be observed from the real world? As stated in 

our background, we observed that small and medium enterprises were having 

difficulties communicating successfully on the web. We believe that it could be 

improved through an efficient use of community management. 

2. Theoretical framework: In order to be able to identify the key success factors involved 

in an efficient use of community management, we explore two main theoretical areas 

supporting our thinking – the link between brands and communities and the use of hub 

management. From there, we identify the possible key success factors that could 

improve web community management. 

3. Empirical Data: Are the identified key success factors plausible? We will confirm 

using in-depth interviews, in order to gather enough information to evaluate the 

relevance of the identified success factors. Then, we proceed to an analysis of the 

collected data and the validation or rejection of the factors. 

4. Revision of key success factors according to our study stating their obvious limitations 

and what could be further researched. 

 

This thinking process seemed to be the most appropriate for our study. As we study a 

phenomenon observed in the real world and try to identify it through independent theories and 

key success factors for businesses, we end our study by comparing them with our 

observations to confirm their validity and limitations. 

2.2 RESEARCH STRATEGY 

There are two main types of research strategies that are linked to the three reasoning processes 

mentioned above: quantitative and qualitative research. In this section, we will present those 

two strategies with a focus on qualitative, which is the one used in this thesis. 
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The quantitative research addresses research objectives through empirical assessments that 

involve numerical measurement and analysis (Zikmund, et al., 2009). This approach is linked 

to a deductive reasoning and its main purpose is to test hypotheses or specific research 

questions in the real world. It is a measuring and testing approach with a strict collection of 

data (structured responses, categories provided, etc.) where the researcher is an outside 

observer, strictly objective. The results of quantitative studies need to be in general terms and 

large samples should be used (Zikmund, et al., 2009). 

Conversely, qualitative research is linked to an inductive reasoning process. Qualitative 

research addresses business objectives through techniques that allow the researcher to provide 

elaborate interpretations of phenomena without depending on numerical measurement. Its 

focus is on discovering true inner meanings and new insights (Zikmund, et al., 2009). Its goal 

is to discover new ideas and to explore general research objects. Such qualitative research 

forces the researcher to observe first and then interpret a set of data. It uses an unstructured 

and free-form data collection approach, using small samples in natural settings involving the 

research in the process, thus proving subjective results (Zikmund, et al., 2009). 

In this thesis, we will use a qualitative approach. We believe that the use of qualitative data 

could give us deeper insights on the use of community management and help us to identify 

factors of success, and thus failure, in order to point out issues in the studied area. 

Moreover, this approach has several advantages: it is useful to describe a complex 

phenomenon or to conduct a study on a specific environment, context and in specific 

conditions. It also includes the researcher and involved personal experiences of the 

phenomenon. Finally, it allows a more flexible and dynamic research where findings in words 

could better, and more in-depth, explain the studied phenomenon (Zikmund, et al., 2009). 

Hence, the choice of a qualitative approach also allows us more flexibility in our research and 

analysis and thus the possibility to broaden our view on the subject, enforcing the explorative 

dimension of the study. The aim of this thesis being to analyze the perception SMEs have of 

community management and their use of it, it is important that the information is not too 

restricted by the researcher. Moreover, speaking in terms of numbers and statistics with a 

quantitative approach would give us the wrong insights on the problem. 

2.3 RESEARCH METHODS 

Research methods are linked to the research strategy chosen earlier. Of course, a mixed 

strategy approach can be used to conduct a study; researchers can use almost all types of data 

collection methods to conduct their study. However, it is generally preferred to use only a few 

methods. 

For empirical data, we choose to focus on one primary data collection method: in-depth 

interviews. Then, we used the comparative method as a tool to evaluate our sets of data. 
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2.3.1 IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS 

In-depth interviews are a qualitative method of analysis, which proceeds as a confidential and 

secure conversation between an interviewer and a respondent or a group of respondents 

following or not an interview guide (semi-structured or unstructured interviews), providing 

the researcher an insight into individual evaluations of specific material (Bryman & Bell, 

2011). 

In this thesis, we choose to conduct eleven in-depth interviews with marketing and 

communication specialists in order to obtain knowledge about the possible applications and 

limitations of community management for SMEs as well as confirm the point of view of 

professionals within SMEs on the key success factors and effects of community management 

with those highlighted by literature within large businesses. 

2.3.1.1 Respondent selection process 

Sampling is essential in any empirical data gathering in research. Considering the qualitative 

dimension of our research, we had to find interviewees that also matched with the context of 

the study, i.e. communication or marketing professionals within SMEs. It should be noted that 

some interviewees were chosen based on their availability, considering that representativeness 

was less important to get deep insights of the subject from individuals as in any qualitative 

research (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

Recognizing that this sampling approach did not provide the best quality of data possible and 

lacked validity and credibility, we therefore choose to maximize the number of respondents 

matching our context and theories to obtain theoretical saturation; meaning that we continued 

the interview process until we were able to gather enough relevant data to be able to complete 

our emerging theoretical ideas, i.e. success factors (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

We reached saturation with a total of eleven interviews with mostly communication and 

marketing professionals residing in the US, Sweden and France (including the Reunion 

Island), as well as two teachers formerly working in SMEs. Our marketing and 

communication professional interviewees came from various positions inside of SMEs 

(mostly in a management position) or worked for SMEs at one point in their career. The 

following table shows a summary of information about the interviewees as well as the date of 

the interviews. 

The table also presents three interviews conducted as free discussions – and thus not 

following the “in-deep interview guide” – with professionals who helped us state the aim of 

our research and provided background information to this thesis. Hence, they were not used in 

our empirical findings but some of these interview findings were used in order to illustrate our 

problem statement during our preamble & introduction and in appendix. 
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Name 
Interview 

type 
Date Job Industry Nationality Company 

Marion General 5 9 2012 
Account 

Manager 

Pharmaceutics 

Industry 
French CEGEDIM 

René General 5 6 2012 
Technical 

Director 
Papery French BiC 

Eric General 4 24 2012 Funder/ CEO Clothing American True Herb 

Paul General 4 15 2012 
Marketing 

Manager 
Cosmetics French 

Cottage 

(Formal) 

Bill General 5 19 2012 Consulting Import/Export American 
The Moore 
Company 

Scott General 5 4 2012 
Marketing 

Instructor 

Business 

School 
American 

ECE-INSEEC 

Group 

Mehran General 5 2 2012 
Marketing 
Researcher 

University Swedish 
Linköping 
University 

Youssef General 5 14 2012 Consultant 
Marketing for 

SMEs 
French Freelance 

Krishna General 4 19 2012 CEO Jewelry French Kalidas 

Anne General 4 15 2012 Seller Clothing French Pardon! 

Monique General 4 5 2012 Seller Clothing French Pardon! 

Isabelle Background 4 8 2012 Funder/CEO Clothing French Zaboudirect 

“Flozz” Background 
11 15 
2011 

President 
Association/ 
computering 

French Ubuntu-Lyon 

Rose Background 
11 27 

2011 

Former junior 

community 
manager 

Clothing French Soöruz 

Table 1: Table of interviewees 

However it is important to note that the use of a non-statistic and probability sampling choice 

in this study could potentially alter the results (Bryman & Bell, 2011). In order to deal with 

this issue, we tried to maintain credibility through-out our process, in the chosen methods as 

well as in the sampling of interviewees ensuring that no factors such as gender, age, 

nationality, culture, company‟s core business and size would alter our results. Therefore we 

tried to maximize diversity among our interviewees to ensure minimal bias in the results. 

2.3.1.2 Conducting interviews 

After finding our respondents we conducted our interviews through videoconference sessions 

due to geographical location. However, the option was offered between a videoconference or 

a phone conversation and none choose the phone option. 

Prior to each interview a formal email was sent confirming the day and time of the interview 

based on the availability of the interviewees. This email also contained a short summary of 

the interview purpose as suggested by Bryman & Bell (2011) and an idea of the thesis as well 

as a thank you to the interviewees for their time and precious knowledge. We also asked 

information about the interviewees such as their position in their company, the main activity 

of their company and other useful pieces of information. This was done to avoid losing time 

in the interview itself for background questions and also to gain a brief understanding of our 
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interviewees‟ environment to adjust our language and questions properly as suggested by 

Bryman & Bell (2011). 

The interviews were in the form of a less formal conversation through videoconference calls 

where the interviewer was in charge to lead the conversation with guiding questions and then 

let the interviewee answer freely and add any piece of information he/she judged useful 

giving thus no boundaries to each question. 

We used a questionnaire as our interview guide (appendix 8.5) based on large open-ended 

questions to first solicit general knowledge and opinions on community management, and 

then an opinion on our indentified success factors. 

The collection of data was confirmed by a second person beside the interviewer taking notes 

highlighting all relevant pieces of information. 

2.3.2 DATA ANALYSIS THROUGH COMPARISON 

As stated before, our strategy was to conduct an explorative study. This means specifically a 

qualitative and comparative research on the basis of data collected from various interviews 

(on the use of community management in SMEs and the perception of individuals on the 

benefits of such a communication approach), in order to identify success factors of efficient 

community management, and to be able to address those found in theoretical background. 

Before starting our analysis, we had to organize the collected data and transcript from our 

interviews into a manageable format. We choose to organize our material through a coding 

method, breaking down the data into various sections with specific names (Bryman & Bell, 

2011). 

We organized data into a total of twelve different sections, from the need of community 

management in today‟s world to more specific topics in its daily use such as the importance of 

an ideal or the choice of myth (or story) to speak to consumers. Categorizing was made on the 

basis of our literature review and then adapted to the variety of responses we got from our 

interviews. To insure maximum credibility, we constantly revised the coded work and choose 

to analyze them comparatively. 

When theoretical saturation was reached in the interview process, the developed 

categorization of data was saturated as well. Thus, the final categories were in accordance 

with both theories and most raised topics within empirical data. We were then able to draw 

relationships between each set of data and form hypotheses out of the research work. 

Hence in this thesis we used a comparison process to confirm our various sets of data to each 

other and to compare the action of the studied companies to be able to generalize our 

observations into hypotheses. Another step of comparison was undertaken in a further step of 

analysis when comparing the data to the theoretical findings in order to draw our conclusions. 

  



Linköping University 

 

 
12 

2.4 RESEARCH QUALITY AND DISCUSSION POINTS 

Like all research work, this thesis contains limitations. First, some limitations are linked to the 

choice of a qualitative research strategy. This approach implies some weaknesses that can be a 

limit to the research work: research findings might not be general and apply only to a specific 

context; the researcher might have collected insufficient research data to test hypotheses and 

build a solid theory; and research results could be easily influenced by the researcher‟s 

personal biases (Zikmund, et al., 2009). 

The questions of reliability, validity and generalization should also be raised in this thesis. 

Mainly derived from criteria in quantitative research, these questions and issues have been 

largely adapted to qualitative research in spite of the nature of the latter; being said more 

difficultly compatible (Bryman & Bell, 2011). However, believing those were important 

questions, we choose to use them as a basis to examine our study‟s possible methodology 

limitations. 

External Reliability, refers to the extent to which the study is replicable (Bryman & Bell, 

2011) is seen as a disadvantage for qualitative research as adaptability to context and social 

exploration factors are present, making replication task difficult. However, the use of semi-

structured interviews could provide a mean to replicate in order to formulate the structure of 

their research format in accordance with this study. 

Internal Reliability, refers to the extent to which members of the research team agree with 

what they observed (Bryman & Bell, 2011) was for us an important question. This study was 

conducted by three researchers and we made sure to come to a consensus before making 

important decisions. Moreover, in order to counteract potential biases from subjective points 

of view, we attempted to interfere as little as possible in the interviewing process and to 

ensure that external factors (mentioned in the sampling section) could not bias the results. We 

also made sure to gather enough data through theoretical saturation and to proceed 

methodically in our transcription of data and analysis of the latter to minimize our influence 

on the data. Having three researchers also helps in this direction. 

Internal Validity, referring to the strength of the relationship between researcher‟s 

observations and developed theoretical ideas (Bryman & Bell, 2011), is here ensured and 

confirmed by the strong comparison of theoretical findings and empirical data developed in 

this study. 

External Validity, the extent to which the researcher can claim a certain degree of 

generalization for his findings (Bryman & Bell, 2011) is answering the question of 

generalizability. In this thesis, we choose to keep our results in the context of our study, i.e. 

SMEs, in order to be able to draw proper and generalizable conclusions for these types of 

companies; and moreover not to lose ourselves in too vast and non-credible generalizations, 

thus ensure the external validity of the study. 
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Being small and managing communities 

3 FRAME OF REFERENCE 

3.1 COMMUNITY AROUND A BRAND 

“We have so dwelled on the dehumanization and the 

disenchantment with the modern world and the solitude it induces 

that we are no longer capable of seeing the networks of solidarity 

that exist within” 

(Maffesoli, 1996) 

The concept of community linked to a brand is a fairly recent phenomenon that helps 

understand consumer behavior. In this context of a community linked to a brand, „brand 

community‟ is defined as: “a group of consumers, non geographically delimited, sharing 

values, norms and representations and recognizing themselves in strong links of belonging, 

each with each and each with the whole community on basis of a common attachment to a 

single brand” (Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001, p. 412). 

A community reflects the loyalty of consumers toward a brand. It is therefore a major 

advantage for companies that can spread a large range of information on themselves and their 

products through the community, leading to a very powerful word-of-mouth. Then it brings 

together an important percentage of brand expert consumers who can in turn have a 

determining role in prosperity of the community. In some cases, these “lead users” can also 

help companies in their community management and thus as part of their communication 

strategy and even by diffusing innovation (McWilliam, 2000). 

Brand community represents a huge opportunity for companies. It presents the ways in which 

companies provide a connection for consumers to a brand and also consumers to each other 

(Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001). Therefore, communities can represent a competitive advantage for 

companies as long as they increase loyalty of their members toward their brand and register 

their relationship to the latter in the long term. 

There are many benefits with brand communities: a strong brand community can lead to a 

socially embedded and entrenched loyalty brand commitment and even hyper-loyalty (Keller, 

1998; McAlexander & Schouten, 1998). Moreover, brand communities are collections of 

“active loyalists, committed, conscientious - almost passionate-” about the brand (Gruen & 

Ferguson, 1994). 
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Passion and loyalty toward the brand allow companies to: 

▪ Use community members in the conception process of new products of the brand: 

principle of co-creation (example of Nike with its online clothing co-creation or Saab 

previously viewed). 

▪ Use community members as a testing group of consumers for new products. 

▪ Evaluate opportunities of considered brand extensions. 

▪ Identify needs and specific damages to a target of experts (the hard core of the 

community). 

However, this community linked to a brand may have some risks. One must not forget that 

members are free to express themselves inside the community. Therefore, they are free to 

criticize the company strategy and they can distort the image desired by the company and 

delay brand development. The brand community is therefore a tremendous marketing 

potential to handle with caution, to avoid regrettable mistakes (Cova & Cova, 2002). 

In addition to that, Cova & Cova (2002, p. 20), underline that “the return on investment will 

come later or perhaps never”. By stating that, these authors mean that dealing with 

communities cannot yet be valued, that the possible results can just be seen in the long term 

and that there are not any prove that this or that community management theory are yet 

experienced enough to be considered as always efficient. 

3.2 BRAND COMMUNITIES 

As we saw, brand communities have a potential that need to be handled consciously, because 

as well an efficient community strategy can be profitable for a company, as well a failure of 

community management can cost lot of money to companies for zero benefits. Thus, the first 

step is to create a community and father consumers around the brand. 

Renan (1882) highlighted in the context of nations three conditions needed for a nation to 

emerge and thus the federation of a community around a single political entity known as state: 

▪ People needed to recognize a common history. 

▪ People needed to share present common interests. 

▪ People needed to have a unique political project and an idea of the future that brings 

them together. 

More than a century later, in a study on factors creating brand communities, Muniz & 

O'Guinn (2001) highlighted that three factors were working when it comes to brand 

communities: “these brand communities exhibit three traditional markers of community: 

shared consciousness, rituals and traditions and a sense of moral responsibility” (Muniz & 

O'Guinn, 2001, p. 412). 
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This is also supported by Abdelmajid & Sitz (2004) who studied the emergence of these 

communities through the interactions between members. In order to emerge, a brand 

community needs to observe the meeting of people realizing they share a common 

commitment to a specific brand. 

Following this idea, Abdelmajid & Sitz (2004) presented stages of the emergence and 

structuring of a brand community: 

 

Those three values (history, interests and goals/ideal) reveal themselves attractive to 

companies and to brand community creation. Also, each of them when studied in more detail 

allows us to reveal mechanisms transferable to companies.  

3.2.1 BRAND IDENTITY AS A GATHERING FACTOR 

For Muniz & O'Guinn (2001), shared consciousness helps community members to know that 

they share a social bond around brands, i.e. they have common interests. “They feel that they 

“sort of know each other” at some level, even if they have never met” (Muniz & O'Guinn, 

2001, p. 418). 

Shared moral responsibility is the sense of duty of communities. “It is what produces 

collective action and contributes to the group cohesion” (Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001, p. 413). So 

if a company wants to have an efficient and profitable community, it has to make sure that its 

community members also share a common ideal to promote. 

Therefore, when it comes to community management, companies have interest to create a 

brand identity integrating shared interests and a shared ideal around which customers as well 

as consumers can agree on. 

  

Figure 3: Structure of the community construction 
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Globalization and the intensification of communication flows created new identity needs in 

populations. They needed to reassure themselves against the death of old standards with new 

complex transitional powers (financial markets, transnational organizations, multinational 

corporations, etc.) (Jourdan, et al., 2011). In other words, people and more particularly 

consumers are confronted with new powers placing them in a context where they gain in 

ability to act over and interact with companies. 

This new identity could be carried by companies on a local level. Companies have much to 

gain by promoting an identity: brand loyalty, irrational support, word-of-mouth, proximity 

with customers and more generally with people. 

In order to engage the process of brand identity creation, companies need to first make their 

brand the inspiration of a cause that brings together the great majority of the customers, or at 

least able to bring together a large amount of people around an idea judged as public utility. 

Then second that their brand brings together people of common interests (Muniz & O'Guinn, 

2001). 

Thus it is a communication challenge for companies to choose which interests should be 

supported by their brand identity and shared with customers, so the community could fulfill 

its communication‟s purpose (Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001). 

A limitation to this point is that it is impossible for the company to share all its interests with 

its consumer‟s community and some divergent interests will remain; one of the goals of 

community managers will be to reduce these divergences of interest and to drive the company 

through common interests (McWilliam, 2000). 

Thus, it is very important for the company to undertake its brand identity creation properly. 

The focus only on the gathering of people around a common and shared ideal. In this case, we 

have two sides playing on equal terms: company and customers (Jourdan, et al., 2011). 

Both entities, in order to gather under the same banner, should get together behind common 

interests and projects. This vision of the company/customer relationship is the one that best 

represents today the balance of power between both entities: companies are not above the 

mass of customers, because of new participative medias (internet, social networks), even if 

customers still are dependent on the offer of companies (Jourdan, et al., 2011). 

The identity around an ideal must therefore be in the form of an exchange between the 

customers defending the brand and the company striving to help its customers (Jourdan, et al., 

2011). 

It also has to be highlighted that some issues can appears when a community defending 

controversial values adopt a brand as a symbol for their communities. When this situation 

appears, community can become a huge threat for the company brand image which has to take 

quick decision in order to decrease the impact of their brand image devaluation. 
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The example of this threat is the adoption by some European neo-Nazi groups of clothes from 

the brand Lonsdale (Wikipedia, 2012). “Lonsdale youth became widely used to describe 

teenagers with far right tendencies, and the brand was banned from certain schools in the 

Netherlands” (Asthana, 2009). “Lonsdale reacted to this trend by sponsoring anti-racist events 

and campaigns, and by refusing to deliver products to known neo-Nazi retailers.” (Wikipedia, 

2012). 

3.2.2 COMMON HISTORY 

Rituals and traditions are “sets of social practices which seek to celebrate and inculcate 

certain behavioral norms and values” (Marshall, 1994, p. 537). “It represents a social process 

by which the meaning of the community is reproduced and transmitted” (Muniz & O'Guinn, 

2001, p. 413). In other words, companies support a certain ideal of life and it is the promotion 

and transmission of this ideal that unites the community. This is often achieved through the 

use of a company history, made of their own story as well as stories supporting their ideal 

(Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001). In research concerning brand communities, authors largely insist 

on the fact that they are largely imagined communities (Anderson, 1983); meaning that 

companies have to think and create communication in line with the value they want to 

promote. 

This communication, indispensable to the unity of a community, can be achieved through the 

recognition of a common history or at least a story in which people recognize themselves. 

In any community construction, the “history” factor is not to neglect. It is from history that a 

company draws all its legitimacy (Lewi, 2009). It is also in history that the capital of 

“benefactor” acquired by the company should effectively develop itself (Lewi, 2009). 

Many big brands have known how to take from their history the strengths which make them 

what they are today (Lewi, 2009): Vuitton uses its “great traveler” past in all its advertising 

campaigns and Perrier made their legend by using its interest (its profits) for the benefits of 

the purity value it has defended since its creation. In 1991, five people became sick after 

drinking Perrier water. Instantly, Perrier recalled millions of bottles, which cost the company 

a significant amount of money. However the principal was safe: Perrier was now worthy of 

what it said it was, the drink of purity (Lewi, 2009). 

To a lower scale (SMEs one), history can also exist. However, it usually takes a more human 

aspect based on a union and a dialog between the different actors acting around the brand: 

local institutions, competitors, partners, consumers and associations (Lewi, 2009). 

One communication goal for every company, whatever its size, is the story the company 

needs to create for itself. The story has to be in agreement with the image defended by the 

brand, but it also needs to allow the customer to dream about this story and project him or 

herself into it (Jourdan, et al., 2011). 

  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Far_right
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-racism
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This use of stories is however not sufficient. This is on one hand because the impregnation of 

a story into a collective memory can be really long and expensive for a midsized business and 

on the other hand because the situation has changed. As we highlighted in the previous 

chapter, the goal is not to create a ready-made identity and expect the customers to adhere. 

Instead it is about allowing the latter to take part in it and be in a way, the heroes of the story 

(Jourdan, et al., 2011). 

Making each consumer the hero of a story is a big challenge. However, we can instinctively 

perceive a few successful examples of this “heroization” of the consumer, such as the 

resistance of Mac users facing the strong presence in the IT-world of PCs (Leheup, 2009) (see 

in appendix 8.1 an chapter on the Mac community) or the support of the gay community from 

Asbolute Vodka. 
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3.2.3 SUMMARY OF KEY SUCCESS FACTORS IN BRAND COMMUNITY CREATION 

Creating a faithful circle of consumers known as a brand community under the banner of a 

brand identity is based on three key conditions or factors (Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001): 

▪ Consumers need to have shared interests with the company. In best cases, both will 

work together toward a common work serving their interests. 

▪ Consumers need to recognize themselves in the vision and values shared by the 

company. Thus with the advent of new communication technologies, the deflection of 

the company from its values can be dramatic, especially if it does not have the means 

to restore its image. 

▪ The company needs finally to create itself a story (true or at least partially true and 

plausible: consumers do not like to feel trapped). In best cases, creative solutions 

should be found so consumers think of themselves in the heart of the story and feel 

they have the power to change situations toward a realization of their vision for the 

future. 

This chapter also highlighted two main issues of community management: (1) the risk of a 

non profitable investment due to the need of a long term strategy and to the probability of a 

non appropriation of the brand message by companies and (2) the risk of appropriation of the 

brand by controversial communities which can damage the brand image of companies. 

In this first section on brand communities we developed three factors identified by theorists 

(Cova & Cova, 2002; Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001) and according to the authors of the key 

conditions in brand community creation. As the purpose of this thesis is to get the view of 

SMEs on brand communities and how they manage them, we will in our analysis challenge 

these factors theorized thanks to large companies‟ data, with our empirical data to know if 

SMEs use these particular factors. And if they do not, what are their keys to brand community 

creation, what do they use instead and how do they use them? The point is to make a parallel 

between the three theoretically identified factors and their practical application in SMEs, if 

any. 

In practice, the steps of community creation are undertaken first by the company itself and 

then by a small circle of faithful people who truly believe in the brand (Abdelmajid & Sitz, 

2004). The creation of a communitarian space is always under the company responsibility 

when the construction of a symbolic identity and the stabilization of the hierarchical structure 

come from interactions between the company & its community as well as interaction between 

community members (Abdelmajid & Sitz, 2004). 
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3.3 PARTICIPATIVE COMMUNICATION 

In the previous section, we saw the value communities can create as well as three factors 

around which they should be federated: shared interests, common ideal and history. However, 

creating communities and gathering people around brand identity does not provide benefits if 

the company is not involved in its community and does not take the time to manage it 

(Ducrey, 2010). 

3.3.1 MANAGEMENT ISSUES 

In addition to these factors, it has to be known for a practical application that these new kind 

of communities have some specificity due to modern environment and new web capabilities: 

▪ They cannot rely on central power to maintain social order (Maffesoli, 1996). 

▪ They constitute a collective actor with power (or counter power) (Maffesoli, 1996). 

▪ They do not gather people around something rational but around non rational elements 

(emotion, passion …) (Maffesoli, 1996). 

▪ They participate in the re-enchantment of the world (Maffesoli, 1996). 

▪ They are usually ephemeral (Cova & Cova, 2002). 

▪ A person can belong to several communities (Cova & Cova, 2002). 

In this way, marketers have to distinguish the concept of communities from the concept of 

segment. If a segment is defined as a group of homogeneous persons who share the same 

characteristics, not connected to each other and incapable of collective action, then a 

community is a network of heterogeneous persons who are linked by a shared passion, 

capable of collective action and advocate of their values (Cova & Cova, 2002). 

A Gartner study (Gartner INC, 2008) highlights that “about 70 percent of the communities 

typically fail to coalesce”. Numerous reasons can explain this fact and the main two are that 

companies do not take their role seriously by constantly managing the community without 

professionals and that no clear strategies are defined in order to guide the community 

management policy (Gartner INC, 2008). 

McWilliam (2000) also explain that brand based online communities were faced to several 

issues which explained the most of the communities failures. According to McWilliam (2000, 

p.48), issues are “brand focus, community control, authenticity, community size and 

composition, and the objectives, management and skills involved in running these community 

sites”. This large number of issues is even more difficult to deal with for SMEs which often 

do not have knowledge internally to deal with community management. To give a guideline to 

the companies‟ community management strategies and especially SMEs which are the more 

faced to this lack of knowledge, McWilliam (2000) and some other others made 

recommendations for companies‟ community management. 
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3.3.2 COMMUNITY LIFECYCLE 

To be able to manage a community long term, companies have to understand how it works. 

This leads us to work on three aspects of community management: the key success practices 

for the creation of a brand community, hub management and human contact through strong 

online brand communities. 

These aspects of community management are used during different stages of the community 

life. We will first briefly explain the four stages of a brand community lifecycle and then go 

deeper on the previously cited aspects of community management in practice. 

 

Figure 4: The community lifecycle (Howard, 2010) 

“On-Board: This is the starting point of any community characterized by people (seekers) 

looking for value (content), most of which is created by the community‟s founders. 

Established: The community is becoming self-sustaining with the members (influencers, 

originators, etc.) creating and maintaining value within the community, although some 

reliance on the founders is still necessary. It is in the established phase of the community that 

analytics can be used to understand users‟ behavior and values. 

Mature: The community is self-sustaining and clear relationships between individuals are 

being formed. Users are organized into clear types (influencers, seekers, moderators, 

originators, etc.) and take full ownership and responsibility for content. Little to no 

supervision is required by the founders who become no more than credible participants. 

Mitosis: Core community members become disenfranchised with new participants who do 

not share the same values. These core community members seek more focus as they gravitate 

towards specific topics and relationships. Successful communities enable this and allow the 

community to split into smaller nodes, thus returning to an Established phase and repeating 

the life cycle process.” (Howard, 2010) 
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This lifecycle highlights the main issues we will work on when it comes to community 

management in practice: 

▪ In the first stages, a community has to be artificially activated (the company has to 

generate the action). 

▪ Companies‟ benefits can only be judged on the long term. 

▪ Constant efforts have to be done in order to keep the community alive on the long run. 

▪ At one point, the company has to give back the power of the community to its 

members. 

3.3.3 KEY SUCCESS PRACTICES OF AN EFFICIENT BRAND COMMUNITY MANAGEMENT 

In their paper “How Brand Community Practices Create Value”, Schau, et al. (2009) stated 

that there are “specific recipes for managers to follow to foster brand community”. In that 

way, they highlight nine key practices for efficient brand management in the field of 

community management (Schau, et al., 2009). 

 Practice Description 

S
o
ci

a
l 

n
et

w
o
rk

 

Welcoming 

Greeting new members, attracting them into the fold, and assisting in their brand 

learning and community socialization. Welcoming occurs generally into the 

brand community and locally as members welcome one another to each practice. 
Welcoming can also be negatively valenced, as in discouraging participation in 

the brand community and/or a specific practice. 

Empathizing 

Lending emotional and/or physical support to other members, including support 
for brand-related trials (e.g., product failure, customizing) and/or for non-brand-

related life issues (e.g., illness, death, job). Empathizing can be divisive if the 

emotional support is in regard to intra-group conflict. 

Governing Articulating the behavioral expectations within the brand community. 

Im
p

re
ss

io
n

 

m
a
n

a
g
em

en
t 

Evangelizing 

Sharing the brand “good news,” inspiring others to use, and preaching from the 

mountain top. It may involve negative comparisons with other competing brands. 

Evangelizing can be negative (annoying, off-putting) if extreme. 

Justifying 
Deploying rationales generally for devoting time and effort to the brand and 
collectively to outsiders and marginal members in the boundary. May include 

debate and jokes about obsessive-compulsive brand-directed behavior. 

C
o

m
m

u
n

it
y
 

en
g

a
g

em
en

t 

Staking 
Recognizing variance within the brand community membership. Marking intra-

group distinction and similarity. 

Milestoning 
Milestoning refers to the practice of noting seminal events in brand ownership 

and consumption. 

Badging Badging is the practice of translating milestones into symbols. 

Documenting 

Detailing the brand relationship journey in a narrative way. The narrative is often 
anchored by and peppered with milestones. Documenting includes for example 

the Mini birth stories of the car assembly and distribution, customization efforts, 

grooming practices, and so forth. 

Table 2: Key practices for an efficient brand management (Schau, et al., 2009, pp.43-46) 
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These practices can be highlighted in most successful large communities1. Thus they must be 

taken into consideration as another criterion that can affect the success of brand communities 

in practice. 

3.3.4 HUB MANAGEMENT AND HUMAN CONTACT 

Some other authors prefer to give successful tools rather than key practices in order to manage 

communities efficiently. In that way, Vincent Ducrey (2010) (an expert on information 

management) and Gil McWilliam (2000) (professor of marketing at London Business School) 

choose to study efficient community management tools. 

In this section, we will look at their concepts, starting with McWilliam (2000) who focused on 

strong online communities and finish with Ducrey (2010), who thinks that a community has 

to exist on the web but also has to be present in the real word. 

3.3.4.1 Stronger brands through online communities 

For McWilliam (2000), an online community is an opinion leader. Its power will be 

determined by its communication and its interaction with both the brand and the outside 

world. As it is an opinion leader, the first duty for the company is to listen and understand its 

community: thanks to communities “the brand‟s buyers begin to set the research agenda” 

(McWilliam, 2000, p. 45). 

McWilliam‟s study (2000, p. 45) shows that most of the successful large online communities 

include the following: 

▪ A forum to exchange on common interests (as previously viewed, the possibility of 

creating shared interests between members is one of the key factors of community 

success). 

▪ Codes of behavior (because a community have to promote a common ideal, it is 

important for all members to be under defined value and ethic). 

▪ Encouragement of active participation by more than a few (all members should have 

the possibility to act individually to make the community interesting for them). 

▪ A relationship based on trust between the brand and members (the brand should also 

follow the rules it created to federate people around it). 

For McWilliam (2000), it is required that the company chooses an ideal that captures people‟s 

attention. People integrating a community care about the promoted ideal and have an opinion 

about it. The ideal should also provide enough material to enable people to share their point of 

view enthusiastically. In other words a good community has to enable involvement and not 

just provide entertainment. 

  

                                                
1 See cases study made on worldwide companies: Garmin, Mini (Schau, et al., 2009) or Apple (Leheup, 2009) 
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To make this involvement possible, companies have to forget their old top-down 

communication build and go for a truly bottom-up communication: customers will create 

content (Howard, 2010). The most integrated company in terms of community management 

strategy could even design and invent its product together with its brand community (Schau, 

et al., 2009). 

Another issue can be highlighted when it comes to the four previously viewed online 

community requirements: the danger of a too large community of passive members. Indeed, 

as we saw, a company has to be active and to enable the dialog between members. In that 

case, when a community turns to be larger and larger, the interest of the community for its 

members can be reduced because of divergent interests between its members. To respond to 

this problem, Harrington & Bielby (1995) insist on the need to implement “fractal depth”, 

meaning that the company has to be able to fragment its community into sub-communities 

centered on more specific interests (as we have in marketing sub-segments). 

In order to be able to capably manage all the previously viewed requirements for an efficient 

community, those responsible for community management need to excel in the following: 

leadership, managing active members and editorial skills (McWilliam, 2000). 
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▪ Creating, communicating, and coordinating the vision, purpose, and nature of the 

community, both internally and externally. 

▪ Understanding the prime motivations for community participation. 

▪ Ensuring a pleasant and engaging experience from first contact to lasting relationship, 

while meeting corporate and community security and information needs. 
▪ Managing the balance between attracting new members and maintaining community 

intimacy. 

▪ Using political, diplomatic and decision making skills. 
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▪ Recognizing the talents that volunteers must have to succeed in stimulating 

participation. 
▪ Recognizing the determinants of trust and credibility within the community. 

▪ Understanding volunteers‟ motivations and limits to volunteers‟ capacities. 

▪ Establishing a reward system, mentoring, and training for volunteers. 

▪ Managing the key volunteers‟ activities. 

▪ Managing the relationships among professional managers, volunteers, and community 

members. 
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▪ Understanding the interplay between serious and entertaining content, freedom of 
speech and the brand community values. 

▪ Sensing membership concerns. 

▪ Balancing opinion leadership and stimulating healthy debate among the membership. 

▪ Identifying topics of interest, managing guest/expert appearances, soliciting third 

party input. 

▪ Creating and managing the archive, and tracking community development for 

members and brand management. 

Table 3: Managers skills in community management (McWilliam, 2000, p. 51) 
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In addition to these skills, the ultimate requirement for the company is to link the community 

strategy to the general brand strategy: it has to provide the same core message and promote 

the same values. Community communication is not just about online community; it has to be 

a real company culture: “Companies capable of multifunctional communication and 

integration will achieve the maximum early benefit from a brand community” (McWilliam, 

2000, p. 54). 

3.3.4.2 Hub management 

This small part is based on a model proposed by Vincent Ducrey (2010) and awarded by the 

French academy of commercial sciences in 2011 (Académie des sciences commerciales, 

2011). As it is not a research paper, the conclusions of this model will not be considered as 

sufficient enough to lead to theoretical conclusion. We however decided to integrate a small 

description of this model in our paper because it has been recognized by professional 

(Académie des sciences commerciales, 2011) and some interviewees (Youssef, 2012; Paul, 

2012) as a “full and professional model” (Académie des sciences commerciales, 2011). 

The use of Internet by companies is too often inefficient (Gartner INC, 2008). Companies 

spend a lot in this field without receiving much. It is important to know that the web is full of 

disadvantages (Ducrey, 2010): 

▪ Information is everywhere and it is difficult to make yours read. 

▪ Internet is highly competitive and it is possible that hundreds of companies offer a 

similar product as yours. 

▪ The Internet user surfs quickly and is totally free of doing whatever he wants on the 

web. Therefore, he has to contact your company and not reverse. 

▪ Thousands of people try to create each day a buzz. Only a few succeed mostly huge 

companies. 

In “The guide of influence”, Ducrey (2010) try to propose a model able to take into account 

traditional communication as well as web and ground communication. Therefore, he created 

the notion of Hub management. The idea of this new form of information management is to 

create a center of gravity around which each information component would be linked 

(Ducrey, 2010). 
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Figure 5: Hub media sphere 

This model insists on the fact that community management has to be an integrated part of an 

overall communication strategy and that a community can exist on the web but can also 

appear in real life, thanks to “think tank” or the events created by members. The company can 

work on any of the “hub” part in order to communicate to its community and this community 

has the power to act in different parts of the communication hub as well (Ducrey, 2010). 
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3.3.5 SUMMARY OF THE KEY CONCEPTS IN OUR FRAME OF REFERENCE 

Our theoretical chapter allowed us to identify through theories developed within large 

businesses (Cova & Cova, 2002; Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001; Howard, 2010; McWilliam, 2000; 

Ducrey, 2010) the key success factors or conditions companies should consider when using 

community management (see summary table of the theories in appendix 8.6): 

First, three key conditions in the creation of any brand community: common interests & 

common ideal gathered in a brand identity and a common history to carry out that brand 

identity. 

Second, two essential factors to manage communities long term and bring benefits to 

companies; as brand communities are a long term communication tool (Howard, 2010). Those 

are: a physical and human contact with community members (Ducrey, 2010; Howard, 

2010; McWilliam, 2000) and involving community members (customers as well as 

consumers) into business (Schau, et al., 2009; Howard, 2010), giving them the feeling of 

having responsibilities toward the brand through original and entertaining content. 

This chapter also highlighted some issues about community management including the 

problem of community leadership which is often owned by members and which can be 

impossible to manage by brand or the problem of competition between two communities 

promoting the same values which can increase the risk of community “death”. 

It also have to be mentioned that the literature used in this section is based on studies on large 

enterprises and that some of their conclusion as to be faced to SMEs empirics in order to 

validate their findings to this kind of enterprises. 

In the next section, we will present our empirical data and thus information we got from 

SMEs about their perception of brand communities and community management. Then, we 

will analyze our sets of data, confronting the theoretically identified success factors 

summarized above to our empirical findings in order to model, through the identification of 

real and used success factors, the global approach of SMEs facing brand communities and 

their management. 
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4 EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

Within this section, we will evaluate the results from our meetings with professionals in order 

to understand how SMEs deal with communities and to also highlight the several key success 

factors most used in achieving a profitable community strategy. 

In order to cover all of our relevant empirical findings, we will go through the different 

subjects discussed during our interviews: 

▪ The need for community management 

▪ The profitability issues within community management 

▪ The key factors for community management implementation 

▪ The ways to make communities active 

▪ The community management issues applied to small and medium sized enterprises 

After these chapters about general community management, we will go through different 

practical topics highlighted by our interviewees: 

▪ The different tools to use in managing communities 

▪ The skills of the community manager 

▪ The work around the promotion of an ideal 

▪ The importance of the myth 

▪ The need for physical implication 

After these empirical findings are explained, we will compare them to the previously viewed 

community management and community creation theories to attempt to understand and 

distinguish the key factors used by SMEs in order to be successful in the management of 

communities.  
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4.1 WHY AND HOW TO DEAL WITH COMMUNITY MANAGEMENT? 

4.1.1 THE NEED OF COMMUNITY MANAGEMENT 

One of the first questions we asked our interviewees was their opinion of community 

management and the importance they saw in it in the current business society. The common 

view was that community management is a new area where companies have to be effective in 

order to be prepared for the future but many managers do not know exactly how to deal with 

it. 

However, all of the interviewees also admit that even though it is very difficult to calculate 

the value provided by communities in monetary terms2; investing in community management 

creates important benefits for a long-term perspective.  

“Even if this way of communicating is not profitable in the short term, companies have to 

integrate it in their strategies because community management is growing and is a real 

investment for the future” (Paul, 2012). 

The main value that our marketing professionals highlighted was that community 

management is a tool that enables the company to better know their customer. As a result, 

companies can develop products according to their customers‟ wants or adapt their society 

policies to their community engagements. 

“The principal advantage of community management is that it enables companies to 

understand their customer” (Krishna, 2012). 

Some of our interviewees also insisted on the fact that it is not only the company aspiring for 

communities but that it is also a real need from the customer. 

“Many communities are appealing for firm interest” (Mehran, 2012). 

In view of this, companies should and will have to invest in community management in order 

to answer to their customer needs.  

4.1.2 PROFITABILITY ISSUES 

The real practical problem for companies is the question of profitability. Companies have to 

be profitable and it is really hard to justify expenses on things that the precise profitability of 

is unknown. Our research shows that the real benefit of community management for 

companies comes mostly in the medium and long term, as the following small example about 

the company BiC describes. 

  

                                                
2 Some research such as “Measuring the success of an online community” (Cothrel, 2000) tried to propose ways 

to calculate this value thanks to the number of users, comments and online followers but no complete, valuable 

and useable theory exists today on this field. 



Being small and managing communities 

 

 
31 

“It is interesting to see that BiC launched its community management strategy around 10 

years ago in the US and just a few years ago in the rest of the world. If we compare BiC 

community influence in the US to its influence in the rest of the world, we can say that 

community management is very important and influential in BiC American strategy when it is 

almost insignificant in the rest of the world” (René, 2012). 

This idea that a company should look long term when it plans to enter into community 

management can also be found when talking to Nordic‟s researchers. “When a company 

invests in community management, it should not worry about the goals in the short term but 

take time to get closer with the community and eventually start to work on possible actions 

through such communities” (Mehran, 2012). 

People engaging in a community will not want to initially work for the promotion of your 

company (René, 2012). You have to allow time for creating a real trust and a constructive 

relationship before starting to think to monetize your community. 

The following sentence could carry on this idea of community management investment: 

“The company and its managers have to trust in community management and be ready to 

invest time in it” (Paul, 2012). If the trust and the means are not here, it is not profitable and 

sometime even not interesting at all for a company to start a strategy of communication 

through communities. 

One consultant interviewed also stated that it can be very hard for SMEs, depending on their 

business, to generate profits community management “All SMEs would not benefit of 

supporting actively a community because of the fact that the services that they propose and 

their means does not fit to their means. In that way, when I work for some small wine 

producers for example, I would not advice then to invest on it because the possible benefits of 

these investments would be too small” (Youssef, 2012). 

4.1.3 THE KEY FACTORS FOR COMMUNITY MANAGEMENT IMPLEMENTATION 

During our interviews, we also asked professionals what they thought the key success factors 

for community management implementation were. We found lots different key points which 

can be classified into three groups. 

4.1.3.1 Being serious 

First, all interviewees talked about the need of a serious and strong strategy when it comes to 

community management. To their point of view, companies too often fail in community 

management because they do not prepare a long term and stable community management 

strategy. 

“Do it seriously, not just during 6 months to give a job to a business student in internship. Too 

many companies do that and in that case, community management is just a loss of time and 

money. It has to be a real desire from the company to invest in it” (Paul, 2012). 
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Before starting to communicate to your communities, you have to know who your 

communities are and where they are located. 

“Rigorous works have to be done in order to know which customers the company wants to 

attract and what their values are” (Youssef, 2012). 

The need for a clear strategy and serious thinking before launching communication through 

communities also requires that the brand as a whole promote a stable, strong and coherent 

message. If this is not the case, communication through community can quickly become a 

nightmare in the way that communities are looking for sense and values. Communities will 

not support companies that change their strategy or values from one day to another. 

“The most important aspect for a company when it comes to communication on the web is to 

have coherent and precise arguments. In that way, the brand image has to be strong and 

stable” (René, 2012). 

Paul (2012), the formal marketing director of a Body Care Company gave us an example of 

online community management strategy in its company that did not works at all because of a 

lack of serious strategy. Its company created a blog (www.le-blog-de-lili.com) encouraging 

the users to talk about their experience about the brand products. However, after a few years 

of activity, the blog were close because of a lack of participation from brand fans. The main 

reasons that our interviewee underlined to explain this failure was that “the content were not 

interesting enough for the readers, the format were not adapted to the customers and that the 

responsible of this website did not had planned means to manage it actively in the long run” 

(Paul, 2012). 

4.1.3.2 Thinking long term 

The second main point highlighted by our marketing professionals was the need for a long-

term view. As we discussed in the previous pages, community management cannot be 

successful with a short term view. “It has to be evaluated in the long term. The measure units 

should be 3 or even 6 months. This kind of communication can only be efficient in the long 

run” (Paul, 2012). 

Because community management implies a long term relationship with fans, this means 

companies and employees also have to be prepared to deal with the community spirit as a 

corporate value. 

This long term and trustable relationship with fans was underlined by one of our interviewee 

when he talked about its company behaviors: “In my store, it is crucial that employee know 

the company history and values and are able to talk about it to our customers as well it is 

important that we got able to understand and support our customers stories; these sharing 

generate confidence and customers fidelity in the long run” (Krishna, 2012). 

  

http://www.le-blog-de-lili.com/
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4.1.3.3 Construct a real confident relation with your community 

Still, there is the need of engagement in community management. For the interviewees, the 

main advantage of community management stated was the close relation between the 

company and their customer. By these means, the company then designs its community 

management architecture to ensure that the used tools and the people responsible for them 

will be in line with this need of close, constant and two way of communication with the 

community. 

“When a company wants to create a community, it has to start small and slowly craft the 

group to grow larger. The idea is to inverse a pyramid: starting with a small group of people 

by fighting actively for their values and then, having new groups of fans that are less and less 

active (as well as bigger and bigger)” (Marion, 2012). 

The funder of true Herb that we interviewed talk about the importance of confident relation in 

its business “I usually deal with environmental communities in order to promote my organic 

clothes […] It is by talking actively to internet surfers that I got real contacts for active 

partnerships” (Eric, 2012). 

4.1.4 HOW TO MAKE YOUR COMMUNITY ACTIVE? 

After these questions about what factors were required before creating a community, we 

asked our interviewees what makes a community active. The results of this question were 

vastly different from one another and provided us with a wide range of responses. 

One interviewee stated the key factor was that the product must be in line with the values 

promoted by the company (René, 2012), another interview, the best factor said was to “be 

able to interact actively with your customer” (Eric, 2012). For others, the idea was to propose 

benefits to your fans for being engaged, by providing them with samples for example 

(Mehran, 2012). An additional interviewee spoke about the importance of the emotional value 

(Scott, 2012). One more interviewee talked about the importance of integrating community 

members within the company: 

“In order to make your community become active, it is important to give community members 

a real power within your company. Each member of the community must be an actor of the 

company life. An example of this could be trips paid to “holiday‟s sellers” by a country that 

wishes to promote its tourism. The seller of the trip is already implicated and has experience 

which consequently will make him more pleased to propose this destination to its customers” 

(Youssef, 2012). 

Even if all of these answers are very true (we also found most of them in the theories 

previously discussed), this lack of answer congruence shows that the way to deal with a 

community in order for it to be engaged effectively is not yet very clear and that theories 

about how to make brand community successful still have to be made or at least applied. 
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4.1.5 COMMUNITY MANAGEMENT ISSUES APPLIED TO SMALL AND MEDIUM 

ENTERPRISES 

Before going deeper with the interviewees into the practical tools that they use in order to 

manage communities, we first asked them their point of view about community management 

for small and medium enterprises. 

All of the professionals that we interviewed had experience within SMEs and most of them 

also worked for bigger enterprises as well. For this small chapter, the quotes we will use are 

from people who worked in both SMEs and large enterprises. The goal is to have answers 

from people that are able to compare these two kinds of companies and also to be able to have 

a better judgment on the limitations or the opportunities that SMEs have when it comes to 

brand community in comparison to large enterprises. 

“This is not just a business for multinational companies, in fact small businesses have much 

more to earn than big companies from community management” (Paul, 2012). 

“Community management is one of the best ways for SMEs to communicate because it 

enables them to reach a huge target audience without lots of means (1 or 2 employees). This 

cheap communication is not possible with the other communication tools” (Bill, 2012). 

These sentences resume what we learned about SMEs and community management during 

these interviews. For all the professionals interviewed, brand community is not just a business 

for big companies and all of them are agreeing on the fact that: 

“SMEs have a better precondition to be successful in community management because they 

are more flexible, adaptable and able to make quick decisions. They are also closer to 

communities in term of size and power” (Mehran, 2012). 

However, it is not correct to perform community management as a small company in the same 

way as a multinational. The main reasons are that a small company is closer to their 

consumer, that they do not have the same ways of communication and that they do not have 

the same means. 

“In small business, the following points are really important: 

▪ The company and its managers have to trust in community management and be ready 

to invest time on it. 

▪ The company has to find (or have) people that have competence in its domain; this is 

often the real problem for companies when implementing this kind of „new marketing 

strategies‟. 

▪ The business has to be „designed‟ for community management. In this way, body care 

or clothes companies will have more reason to invest in community management than 

a B2B business in the automotive industry” (Paul, 2012). 

Once these three issues are resolved, SMEs can start to think about brand community, and for 

that our professionals gave us two ways that are especially successful for SMEs. 
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“The most efficient community management tool used by SMEs is the creation of a social 

network of influencers/partners around the company, which will organize forums, debate 

common projects and even events (on the web or in the real world)” (Paul, 2012). 

“A good way is for SMEs to be active in large existing communities related in their field (in 

the case of my company, environment communities). The goal is to engage the conversation 

in these communities and to be viewed by these members as an expert in your own field” 

(Eric, 2012). 

4.2 PRACTICAL TOOLS TO DEAL WITH COMMUNITY MANAGEMENT 

After talking with the interviewees about their general view on community management, the 

second part of our meetings were focused on Brand communities in practice, including 

helpful tools used and other practical considerations. 

In this part, we classified the findings in five sub-chapters even though our conversations with 

the interviewees were free (open discussions) towards community management tools and that 

these different areas did not appear in our questionnaire. 

4.2.1 THE DIFFERENT EFFICIENT TOOLS 

When we began a conversation with marketing professionals regarding online communication 

tools, social networks were directly referenced: “Most of the contacts I find for my business 

network, I got from Twitter. There is a person behind every account” (Eric, 2012). 

However, after a few sentences, the discussion always takes another direction. 

“Companies should use active partnership, not just tools like Facebook” (Mehran, 2012). 

Indeed, the fact we are able to highlight is that the physical support (Facebook, twitter, 

forums…) is not the most important when it comes to communities; the real new tool 

provided by Internet is the “two way communication.” 

“Companies also have to ask things to their communities to engage conversation. The best 

tools which can be used are social listening tools and consistent content” (Eric, 2012). 

“To have an active community, four things are important: 

▪ Promote values, because companies have to be unionized by shared ideals 

▪ Create stories around community actions 

▪ Be original to catch the first members 

▪ Propose awards to members (each member has to get a chance of being paid for his 

implication)” (Bill, 2012). 

Our interviewees agree on the fact that this tool (the two way communication) cannot be an 

exact science and that it is very difficult to always manage it the good way. 
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“Everything that is attempted in the field of community management should be viewed as an 

experiment and community managers have to constantly learn from it: if you do not do that, 

you will fail in your proximity strategy” (Eric, 2012). 

When facing the problem of not possessing a concrete theory that is able to fit to a good 

application of community management, our interviewees all found some key elements which 

they use regularly to assist them as a way of eliminating the uncertainty of failure in their 

brand community. 

We can highlight four different ways of reducing the uncertainty of community failure: 

▪ Using entertainment and stories. “Influencers or community managers are welcome to 

generate funny content in order to activate the community” (René, 2012). 

▪ Promoting value. “Promotion value in line with what your customers support is the 

best way to engage your fans” (Krishna, 2012). 

▪ Making community active in the real world. “Online technologies are a good way to 

facilitate community creation, but people are real so the best place for active 

communities is in the real world. In that way communities around a company have to 

exist both on the web and outside” (Eric, 2012). 

▪ Thinking outside the box and creating original content. “One thing is important to 

remember: too much communication is overkill and too little is unsuitable for the 

creation of a community. Thus, the goal for a company is to find a good mix to interest 

their fans, in that way; the best thing is to attempt new ideas and think outside the 

box” (Eric, 2012). 

When this first approach of practical issues was discussed with our interviewees, we asked 

questions about the previously cited elements in order to understand clearly what implies for 

them to work on these areas. From these questions, we highlighted four required tools 

mentioned by all interviewees as essential for a good SMEs brand community strategy: 

▪ A competent community manager 

▪ An ideal to promote 

▪ The use of myth or storytelling 

▪ The need of physical implications 

In the next four subchapters, we will go through our findings concerning these four 

community management tools. 

4.2.2 THE COMMUNITY MANAGER 

“There are people behind accounts” (Eric, 2012) and “community is a matter of individuals” 

(Krishna, 2012). These two concepts are some of the fundamentals of relationship between a 

brand and its fans online. 

When it comes to small and medium sized companies, the problem of having a competent 

community manager is a considerable issue. 
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“The company has to find people who have competence in its domain; this is often the real 

problem for companies when implementing this kind of „new marketing strategy‟” (Paul, 

2012). 

When facing this problem, the answer of an experimented marketing manager was to 

outsource community management if the knowledge is not within the company because this is 

a job that is very specific and cannot be improvised.  

“It is better to outsource this communication source if no real professional of community 

management works in the company. Community management is a lot about influencers; so to 

outsource these activities to one of them is one of the best ways to succeed. It is a job of 

specialists” (Paul, 2012). 

When it comes to the community manager responsibilities, most of the interviewees agreed 

upon the fact that their missions are to: 

▪ Provide good content to the community. “You have to provide updated content (need 

employees responsible for that)” (Scott, 2012). 

▪ To communicate actively to the community members. “One team or one person has to 

be in charge of community management. His goal is to be at the front line to listen, 

help and understand the consumer” (Eric, 2012). 

▪ To help the company to understand the customers‟ needs. “Communicating to the fans 

also helps understand who the consumer really is” (Krishna, 2012). 

Concerning active communities, interviewees agree on the fact that “In the beginning, 

marketing professionals have to take care of the brand community and its strategy (creating a 

myth/story, defining values and planning communication plans)” (Marion, 2012). But, they 

also highlight that “once the community becomes successful, the company must give the 

power of the community to its members” (Marion, 2012). 

4.2.3 THE UTILITY OF THE IDEAL 

The second point defined as essential by our interviewees was the promotion of values or an 

ideal from the brand. 

“Ideal is the fundament of a community. It enables people to belong to something doing cool 

things. If there is no quest through values, something to be awarded, people are less interested 

in being active” (Bill, 2012). 

All the interviewees agree on the fact that the current market and people needs are a lot about 

values and that the ideal promoted by a brand is a big piece of its value. 

“Helping the consumer and being there during its fights is the most important when it comes 

to the ideal” (Youssef, 2012). 

Ideal is also a good way to unite all your fans around a common idea, when this is done; it is a 

lot easier to communicate with them and to make them act in the same way. 
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“Ideal is also a good way to standardize a group of customers: if they follow this ideal, they 

will have the same needs (in cosmetics, a good example is the ideal women body that all girls 

desire to have: one product is enough for all). The need becomes a need shared by all” (Paul, 

2012). 

However, all ideal cannot be used by companies. Promoting an ideal is a long-term strategy 

and before deciding to promote one, the company has to be sure that: 

▪ It will be projective: “This ideal has to be projective and easy to understand as the 

vision of a perfect man” (Paul, 2012). 

▪ It will want to promote the ideal for several years: “To promote an ideal both 

communication and internal politics (human resources) have to follow it. It has to 

become a corporate value” (Paul, 2012). 

▪ Its consumer will appreciate and recognize themselves in this ideal. “A company has 

to define its values according to what the consumer wants and research” (Eric, 2012). 

▪ It should not go on the opposite direction of the common values: “To choose an ideal 

which goes in another way than the market is really risky. When I worked as a 

consultant, many companies wanted to promote another view of beauty, as the one of 

the „fat woman,‟ but, the promotion of these risky ideals often fails” (Paul, 2012). 

As discussed, people are looking for new communities that promote and ideal because they 

think that the current society does not promote their own values enough. When it comes to the 

creation of a community in order to promote values, another aspect is important; the 

importance of the link from the value to its traditional roots: the myth. 

“The increasing need for populations to come back to their roots and to authentic values is a 

great opportunity for companies to replace old kinds of communities and to federate people 

around them thanks to myth and common values” (Marion, 2012). 

As an example of promotion of ideal by a small business, the clothing company Pardon!, 

which promote an ideal of counter culture fights for an uninhibited society which pokes fun at 

everything and works for the welfare of the community. 

How did the company use this fight for a new uninhibited way of living? 

▪ Offering products denouncing, under a humorous tone, 

certain features of society or news (hemp clothing, t-shirts 

with the slogan „Rom charrette, un ça va, plusieurs 

bonjour les dégâts‟
3

, underwear with pictures of the 

Blessed Virgin …). 

▪ “The pace of collections is fast enough so each big subject 

can be used by the brand” (Anne, 2012). 

                                                
3 This sentence makes a parallel with the pronunciation between „rhum charrette‟, a typical type of rum from the 

Reunion Island and „Rom‟, French nickname for Rumanian and more generally nomad immigrants. Thus, the t-

shirt says „immigrants, one it‟s ok; many, hello damages‟. 

Figure 6: Spoof logo 

representing a French 

political scandal 
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▪ Offering also shifted collections for humanitarian or ecological causes (organic 

collections, …) 

▪ Offering collections showcasing the heritage of the Reunion Island “and now those of 

the metropolitan cities where it operates” (Monique, 2012) (special collection for the 

integration of the Reunion Island at UNESCO World Heritage, t-shirts bearing the 

image of Georges Frèche (figure 6) …). 

▪ “Offering to its customers multiple evenings with the mind Pardon!” (Anne, 2012); as 

illustrated by the opening of a bar dedicated to the brand in Saint-Denis de la Réunion 

streets. 

4.2.4 THE IMPORTANCE OF THE MYTH 

We previously viewed that online communities were also interested in entertainment. There 

are thousands of communities on Internet in which many of them support the same ideal. As a 

result, it is important for the brand to be original when it comes to promoting their values. For 

our interviewee, “myth is a good way to pull people into your conversation: it simplifies the 

overall vision” (Krishna, 2012). 

In this idea, stories are an efficient way of engaging your fans. This possibility of engaging 

your fans in a brand myth or story is new and comes with the two way communication 

capabilities. 

“For me, brand is the leader of the story in the way that it is the brands job to build the tools 

which will allow the consumer to become the hero of its own story through his ideal” (Eric, 

2012). 

“In order to make the consumer more involved in the community, the promoted myth also has 

to place the consumer as the hero of the brand which will be helped by the brand in order to 

reach its ideal of life” (Marion, 2012). 

“The real interesting way to deal with both myth and communities is to promote the stories of 

the communities that you support” (Youssef, 2012). 

Here, we can certainly see that the point of view on storytelling changes over the years upon 

the influence of new technologies. From a standardized, almost uniform one-way brand myth, 

the communication world moves to a bench of stories more or less achieved and created by 

both the company and communities. 

“When it comes to stories, using entertainment is still one of the best ways to act. It is also 

important for companies to screen the market to be able to react to the fan initiatives. A BiC 

example for that is the web‟s initiatives with the slogan “flick my BiC” which was created by 

fans in parallel with the corporate community website: flickyourbic” (René, 2012). 
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Another example of the use of myth by companies can be the one of Pardon!. 

One of Pardon!‟s communication actions is to invite their community members to participate 

through original creations. “Then, the company highlights its everyday ambassadors and 

creators stories on their website (devoting an article to the best salesperson of the season for 

example)” (Anne, 2012). 

4.2.5 THE NEED OF PHYSICAL IMPLICATION 

The last factor pointed out during our meetings was the physical need. We consider this factor 

as being one of the key facts that all the interviewees gave to us: a community has to exist in 

the real world! 

“Physical implementation is very important in the community life. When the community is 

active online, it is through physical actions that the online potential will be transform into a 

real power (the Arab spring is a strong example of that: community management is one of the 

only ways to bring together 30,000 people on the street in three days)” (Bill, 2012). 

“Making events in the real word bring a long term value to your community because it creates 

or reinforces the contact between your fans and the company” (Eric, 2012). 

“Nothing can solidify a community as much as putting together members into a physical and 

real situation. Good communities will encourage real physical contact” (Bill, 2012). 

Pardon! can also be used as an example in this field. 

We can underline that Pardon! try to makes its community real on the ground thanks to two 

communication actions: 

▪ The visual communication: 

For every Pardon! purchase, a free bag (which changes every month and printed with 

humorous illustrations most of the time) is given. “Many people started to collect those bags 

so it became almost impossible not to encounter one when walking in the island‟s streets” 

(Anne, 2012). 

▪ The participation to local life 

In recent years, the development of the brand took a step forward. Now, “the brand clearly 

displays its intention to become a key social actor in the Island” (Anne, 2012). 

Pardon! has thus opened a bar in line with its company spirit and the brand works more and 

more in partnership with local businesses such as DODO (a local beer) or Edena (mineral 

water). From these partnerships results colorful water bottles, t-shirts bearing the image of the 

island‟s beer and many events that “boost the island and broadcast local culture” (Anne, 

2012). 
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4.3 EMPIRICAL FINDINGS SUMMARY 

This section presenting our empirical findings highlighted numbers of relevant points we 

would like to briefly summarize. First, we talked with interviewees about general concerns on 

community management. 

According to interviewees, the need of community is a question that is not anymore to ask. It 

is now a new area to prepare the future and communities are becoming power sources. 

Moreover, brand communities are describes as creating value on the long run, especially by 

giving to companies valuable insights on their customers‟ needs. In fact, brand communities 

are now as much a need of consumers as companies‟ aspiration. 

However, most interviewees underlined the issue of profitability when talking about 

community management. They focused on the fact that communities can only provide long 

term benefits and that most of time it was hard to motivate long run expenses without clear 

knowledge on profitability. For them, companies have to trust in community management and 

let time to people to get involve in brand promotion. 

We asked then interviewees which were the key success factors in community management 

implementation. Three main ideas appeared: the need of being serious – meaning thinking 

about a serious, strong, long term and stable community management strategy to avoid failure 

and thus promote a strong stable and coherent message – the importance of thinking long term 

and the importance of constructing a real confident relation with the community – meaning 

engagement in a real two way communication. 

Then, we asked interviewees about ways to make the community active and got a various set 

of answers, meaning that it was very depend on the industry, culture, company … and maybe 

not enough studied. However, four main ideas were there very interesting: align products and 

values, interact actively with customers, integrate people into the company‟s life and work, 

and finally provide entertainment. 

Finally, we discussed with them general opportunities and issues SMEs were facing with 

community management before getting deeper insights on tools used by SMEs. Interviewees 

highlighted that SMEs had more to earn than large businesses with community management; 

first, because this implied minimal means to touch a large audience and second, because 

SMEs disposed an impressive flexibility as well as proximity with customers allowing them 

to get maximized benefits from community management. 

However, interviewees underlined the fact that SMEs should not deal with community 

management like large companies which is something they might be willing to do leading to 

failure. They should focus on three main points: having competence within the field, being 

designed for it and invest when entering the area. Then two main things can be done: create 

network and engage conversation. 
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Those were basically the main points highlighted by interviewees about their general view on 

community management. From there, we tried to get deeper insights on the tools used by 

SMEs to deal with community management. Our empirical work underlined four major ones: 

▪ The need of a real and serious strategy from the brand supported by a direct and two 

ways communication from the brand (the community manager is usually the 

responsible of this communication). 

▪ The need of supporting and ideal and helping communities to reach this ideal. 

▪ The usefulness of using myth in order to highlight brand communities actions and 

facilitating the awareness of the company values. 

▪ The growing demand of physical actions from community members who wants to live 

their fights in real life in order to stay online socializing with virtual people. 
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5 ANALYSIS 

In this chapter, we will compare community management theory with our empirical data from 

SMEs. By doing so, we will be able to see how SMEs deal with community management, and 

if the way they do so is in accordance with theories that have been developed based on a large 

corporations perspective. 

In the first sub-chapter, we will focus on the strategic step, which includes the questions 

SMEs ask themselves before joining community management. In a second sub-chapter we 

will work on the operational step, focusing on the tools used by SMEs in order to utilize 

communities. 

5.1 THE STRATEGIC STEP 

Entering in the field of community management is not a daily decision and companies have to 

be sure that they have interest in this communication type and that they can afford investment 

in the long run on this communication strategy. 

Interviews and studies (Gartner INC, 2008) show that most companies failed when it comes to 

their community management strategy. The main reason is that SMEs do not have enough 

knowledge about community management or lack of serious strategies to support their 

community (example of Cottage). 

In order to start in good condition in community management SMEs have to deal with some 

questions regarding the benefits they can get from it and the means they can invest in it. In the 

following chapter we will go through the main subjects of community management 

highlighted by our interviewees when it comes to deciding on a strategy. 

5.1.1 WHAT TO EXPECT FROM THE COMMUNITY? 

Interviews highlighted that many SMEs invested in communities because it was trendy or “a 

good job to give for an internship”, but did not have real strategy or expectation in it. 

In order to be profitable, community management strategies have to be clearly defined in the 

long term. To justify this spending, goals also have to be defined when it comes to community 

management. 
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Interviewees reveal the following main possible benefits of a community: 

▪ It enables a better understanding of your customer needs. 

▪ It enables more segmented communication through specific communities. 

▪ In the long run, it is a cheaper and more stable type of communication than classical 

one-way communication. 

▪ Communication through fans is generally considered as more trustable than classical 

advertising. 

The four previously mentioned benefits are accepted as true for all interviewed professionals. 

These four benefits have been discussed within our interviewees‟ companies and have to be 

discussed when a SME wants to implement communication through communities: Do I need 

these benefits for my company? Which of them are the most important? And which tools will 

I use to reinforce the main benefit that my company can get from community management? 

When the company has chosen its goals, it can start to define its strategy; including its targets, 

the responsibility of community management, the values to promote and the tools to use. 

5.1.2 THE COMPANY TARGETS 

In this field, companies have two choices: (1) create a new brand community around the 

company or (2) join and support an existing community, which supports its same values. 

Interviews and theories show that the creation of new community by SMEs is very risky 

because it is often unsuccessful and requires lots of time. However, it also shows that when 

some fans are already linked together in a chaotic way on the web (example of 

flickmybic.com or of the Pardon! Facebook page), SMEs can take advantage and structure the 

already existing community. 

Finally, the choice between creating a new community or supporting an existing one has to be 

selected by managers according to the company business, customer and size. According to our 

interviewees, however, SMEs‟ community management focus often uses both created 

community and supporting existing communities. It is more efficient for SMEs to support 

some existing communities & local initiatives; as well as, providing them with an area of 

discussion (forums, websites, conferences…) designed by the company in order to create, in 

the long run, a new branded community. 

Two examples can be mentioned here: 

▪ Pardon! which helps local initiatives and festivals and also uses its website in order to 

let people discuss about these things on a special webpage. 

▪ BiC which took the web initiative of flickmybic in order to create a website 

customized for fans and named flickyourbic. 

In all of these strategies, the community manager has a key role to play. 
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5.1.3 THE COMMUNITY MANAGER 

McWilliam (2000) highlighted the main requirements of a good community manager: 

leading, managing and creating appropriate content. He also insists on the fact that the entire 

company strategy has to be in line with the community management strategy. 

When we compare these qualities to our interviews‟ findings, we see that both theories and 

professionals are on the same wavelength (see sub chapter the community manager in 

empirical). Both agree that a community manager should not interfere too much with the 

community by generating excessive content but still must be really active in order to launch 

debates and provoke member activity. 

It is also very important that the community manager has enough power in the company to be 

heard when he brings back the customers‟ needs and wants to the company managers. 

However, SMEs have a tendency to use trainees or junior managers which may be insufficient 

due to a lack of authority as highlighted by our interviewees. 

Thus, the big problem that SMEs have is that they often do not have competent people in 

terms of community management. Because of this, more and more community management 

companies exist and propose their services; outsourcing its community management is a 

possibility that companies have to take into account and that many of our interviewees 

considered as a good way of dealing with community management for SMEs. 

5.1.4 THE VALUES TO PROMOTE 

Values (or ideal) are keys when it comes to work with communities. It is the link between the 

company and the community. Both our main theories on community construction (Cova & 

Cova, 2002; Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001) as well as our interviewees highlighted the fact that 

shared values are one of the key factors that federate the community. “A fan will support a 

company which somehow represents his value” (Eric, 2012).  

As McWilliam (2000) and our interviewees underlined, the values promoted to the 

community have to be promoted by the entire brand: coherence is essential. Hence a long and 

serious discussion must also be engaged within the company in order to decide what values 

will promote the brand in the long run. 

SMEs also have to be sure that they will have the possibilities to support these values through 

their product and their communities. 
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5.1.5 THE TOOLS TO USE 

The last strategic point emphasized by our empirical data was the choice of tools to use. 

Tool is a very large word. By tools, we mean all theories, concepts, models, materials or 

methods that can be used by companies in order to communicate with its communities. 

Interviews highlighted that there are not defined tools used by all SMEs. A reason for this is 

that community management is very new for SMEs and theories are not adapted to those 

companies as well as not taught enough to senior managers in SMEs. However, we can 

highlight some common empirical practices that our interviewees‟ companies use in order to 

reduce their chance of failure and link it to theories: 

▪ The use of entertainment and stories, which are in line with both Schau, et al. 

(2009) theory which promotes “badging” and the Cova & Cova (2002) theory which 

insist on the importance of myths. 

▪ The promotion of values, which is in line with the Schau, et al. (2009) theory and the 

four cited theories about community creation (Renan, 1882; Marshall, 1994; Muniz & 

O'Guinn, 2001; Cova & Cova, 2002),which mention values as one of the three factors 

of communities. 

▪ The need of real world application, which goes directly with the findings of Ducrey 

(2010) and McWilliam (2000), insists on the fact that online communities are not 

enough to generate strong engagement and respond to the physical socializing need of 

people. 

▪ The requirement of originality, which is explained by the fact that several 

companies promote the same ideal and that, in a competitive market, companies will 

need to differentiate themselves from other “competitor communities.” 
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5.1.6 SUMMARY OF THE MAIN QUESTIONS TO ASK WITHIN THE STRATEGIC STEP 

As we saw, SMEs face a first strategic step when they choose to enter or not the field of 

community management. This strategic step is divided into five points, answering five 

questions which are asked within SMEs and should be asked otherwise. 

First, companies focus in a first point on their expectations toward brand communities to be 

able to see if community management could really brings them benefits. 

In a second point, companies ask themselves how to enter the field of community 

management and create their own brand community. Here, they face two main choices: 

creating a community from the start or supporting an existing community sharing its values. 

Then companies should focus their attention on the need and role of a community manager. In 

practice, this appears as the weak point within SMEs. However, this person should be able to 

act on the community as well as on top management with two main missions: to entertain the 

community by making its members active and to transcript customers needs and wills to top 

management, taking thus benefits from the community. 

The fourth point of the strategic step consists in choosing values to promote and share with 

the community. It is very important for the company to choose the right values for it and its 

community so the community could last over time. 

Finally companies define their strategy toward community management in practice, i.e. 

decide on the tools to use. The choice of those is very dependent on the company situation 

and its audience. 

Once all those choices have been made, companies can start working on a second phase: an 

operational step, meaning a time where they build and start using their tools. 
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5.2 THE OPERATIONAL STEP 

Through our empirical data and theoretical framework, we can split the operational step into 

two elements that SMEs follow when managing communities. 

▪ The creation of the community which will mostly cover theories of brand 

requirements (Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001; Schau, et al., 2009; Cova & Cova, 2002; 

Maffesoli, 1996). 

▪ Its management in the long run which will cover theories about practical community 

management (Howard, 2010; McWilliam, 2000; Ducrey, 2010). 

5.2.1 THE CREATION OF THE COMMUNITY 

Literature stresses three main factors when it comes to community structure: (1) common 

ideal, (2) common interests and (3) common history. 

Depending on literature, these three factors can go by different names such as “sense of moral 

responsibility, shared consciousness and rituals & traditions” (Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001). Our 

interviewees also agree in the sense that when we asked them about the fundamentals of 

communities, the same factors appeared. 

In this chapter, we will detail each of these points and how SMEs utilize and should utilize 

them in order to make their community management experience successful. 

5.2.1.1 Common ideal 

Theories stated that communities promote ideals and companies also have to promote values; 

to be linked together, they have to be the same. 

On the empirical side, we saw that marketing professionals think that it is very important for a 

SME to constantly act “in a way that helps the ideal to be reached” (Marion, 2012). However, 

professionals also stated that the company should not be the leader of the ideal promoted. The 

goal is more to “help the consumer (or the community) to reach this ideal” (Youssef, 2012). 

In a sense, theories also agree with this point when they say that community members and 

companies have to “co-construct rules, norms and representations” (Abdelmajid & Sitz, 

2004).In this manner, the goal of the company is to help the community to reach a goal but 

not to be the leader of its promotion. 

This help and support can take on different aspects. SMEs can and do (1) symbolically 

support a community (see Soöruz example Appendix 8.3), (2) evangelize the actions of the 

community (Schau, et al., 2009) and (3) financially or technically support the community in 

its actions (Jourdan, et al., 2011). 
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5.2.1.2 Common interests 

Our empirical data did not highlight a strong focus on this particular element, mainly because 

for most of our interviewees, common interests goes in pair with common ideal. Professionals 

within SMEs are not making a clear cut between both notions, as they are used together and 

exploited by the same people within the company. For example when a Swedish interviewee 

talked to us about ideal, he directly moved to interests “the more shared interests you have, 

the more it is easy to become a friend” (Mehran, 2012). 

In fact, the real distinction between the promotion of an ideal and the need of common 

interests is more a practical issue: community managers have to manage the community in a 

way that people work together. 

When we view the problem in this way, we can see that theories talk a lot more about this 

problem. 

Schau, et al. (2009) for example talk about the need of “staking”, meaning to split a 

community into intra-groups with similarities in order to make them work together in the 

same direction. McWilliam (2000) also talks about this when he says that community 

managers have to “coordinate the vision of the community”. 

To resume on common interests, we can say that SMEs have to manage their communities 

properly to encompass groups that are reaching the same ideal but also work together in order 

to achieve it. 

In practice, companies use reward systems or community sub-division in order to have groups 

of people using the same ways to promote the same values. 

5.2.1.3 The Myth 

The third factor of community creation is myth (or rituals and traditions, according to Muniz 

& O'Guinn, 2001). This is the part that will put the community in the history. Myth and 

tradition are the previous journeys of the community fight highlighted to the world. Schau, et 

al. (2009) talked about “badging”, meaning “translating milestones into symbols”, or also 

“documenting”, meaning “detailing the brand relationship journey in a narrative way”. 

Continuing with this idea, myth is the way the outside world will be aware of your community 

and will decide to support your action or not. 

5.2.1.3.1 The use of myth 

All our interviewees highlighted the fact that the old way of using myth (classical storytelling 

within branding) shows its limits: “companies were never able to include customers in their 

stories” (Mehran, 2012). 
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The fact is that companies “suffer more and more from a lack of trust” (Youssef, 2012). In the 

new world of two-way communication, telling people a brand story is not sufficient anymore: 

“the real interesting way to deal with both myth and communities is to promote the story of 

the communities that you support” (Youssef, 2012). 

In practice, SMEs are more and more trying to introduce their customers into their story as 

they believe this is a good way to take advantage of myth. Theories also talk about 

communities needing to become the leader of myth like Jourdan, et al. (2001) which stated 

that it is more interesting to allow customers to take part and even being the hero of the stories 

proposed by brands. 

5.2.1.3.2 The hero of the myth 

Campbell (1949) (appendix 8.4), a theorist of myth, created a schema of the hero‟s journey 

that can be applied in almost all stories. For him, the hero always has to fight in order to reach 

an ideal. During this journey, the hero will have to fight against “bad guys” but he will also 

have, in the more difficult time, a “god” which supports and helps him. 

Applied to normal storytelling, a schema of this myth structure could be as follows 

 

Meetings with professionals showed that even if this structure was not relevant in order to 

integrate the community into the story, the company could take another place in the myth in 

order to leave a free place for the communities being the hero of the myths. 

What interviewees suggest here is to shift heroism from the brand to the consumer, in order to 

give to the community the central role of the story and consequently the central role 

concerning the promotion of the promoted ideal. In this idea of the story, the company has 

more a role of “helping” support the hero so he can achieve his final goal. It is about shifting 

the story narration to go from a “brand hero” to a “human/consumer hero” (Paul, 2012). 

The “brand” hero 

Adventure

s 

Goal to achieve 

Different potential helps such as 

consumers and public infrastructures 

consommateur et les institutions 

publiques. 

Disruptive elements: competition, 

regulation, corporate structure. 

Figure 7: Myth of the brand (classical representation) 
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This new vision of the use of stories seems to us more in line with current communication, 

which is not horizontal anymore (from the brand to the consumer) but completely 

multidirectional (no entity can claim itself owner of the released message) (Jourdan, et al., 

2011). It now includes the new universal media (the consumer/surfer/physical representative 

of the company) into the heart of communication. 

To summarize this chapter, we can say that SMEs promote their communities‟ stories and 

journey in addition to being prepared to back the communities when required (example in 

appendix 8.2). As stated by Schau, et al. (2009), the community manager will have to 

translate the community major events into symbols and to be able to tell the community 

journey in a narrative way in order to generate emotion, interest and involvement around the 

community. 

5.2.2 THE MANAGEMENT OF THE COMMUNITY 

Now that the fundamentals of company creation are explained and detailed, this chapter will 

focus on the long-term management side. Theories and interviews show that two main factors 

are used in this field: community members‟ involvement and physical relation between the 

community and the brand. 

5.2.2.1 Involving community members 

Interviewees agree on the importance of community members‟ involvement in SMEs. In their 

point of view, the best way of generating a community is through the involvement of 

members and the interactive relationship that the company has with them. “It is important to 

give to community members a real power within your company” (Youssef, 2012). 

The “consumer” hero. 

Adventure

s 

Goal to achieve 

The brand (taking the role of a 

goddess) helping the hero in his 

fight. 

Disruptive elements: competition, 

regulation, corporate structure. 

 

Figure 8: Myth of the brand (placing the consumer in the heart of the myth) 
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The example of Pardon! also shows that companies use their customers in order to promote 

the brand through designing a monthly bag or Facebook questions where fans can decide 

which product the brand should develop. 

According to our interviewees, SMEs have an advantage compared to large companies in 

regards to involving community in their business. First, SMEs are flexible and adaptable as 

required by communities. The fact of being close to its customers enable a closer relationship 

between the core company & customer which therefore facilitate working together on both 

brand or community work. This huge advantage is largely used among SMEs to stand out 

from large corporations‟ way of doing community management. 

In fact, both theories and empirical data highlight that communities are asking for more 

engagement in the company‟s strategies and for more opportunities of involvement. In that 

way, SMEs have to propose to the communities both ways of implication within the company 

and support of company projects. 

5.2.2.2 The physical need 

The last point about community management that was pointed by empirical is the need of 

physical involvement. 

Even if no cited theories are exclusively based on physical interactions between a brand and a 

community, McWilliam (2000) and Ducrey (2010) agree on the fact that managing 

communities only through internet is not enough and that a mix of both “real world” action 

and internet activity considerably reinforce the power of your community. 

This need was also very present when we talked with interviewees. For all of them, “online 

communities is not enough” and at some point “there is a need of physical interaction” 

(Mehran, 2012).  

The other idea that appears is that communities around a brand are not exclusively based on 

the Internet and that supporting physical communities will directly imply ground 

collaboration. According to professionals it is a good way for companies to both support a 

community that creates an event that sustains its ideal and to be recognized as a part of this 

event by visitors. 

When it comes to SMEs, they possess a huge advantage to be closer to their communities and 

to be able to interact with them on a local scale and in this way, become beneficial to the 

dynamism of their neighborhoods (see example in appendix 8.3). 
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5.2.3 SUMMARY OF THE MAIN POINTS TO UNDERTAKE WITHIN THE OPERATIONAL STEP 

As we just saw, the operational step taken by companies is divided into two sub-sections: the 

community structure or creation and its practical management. 

During the first sub-phase, companies have to work on three main factors: common ideal, 

shared interests and common history. The common ideal synthesizes all values defended by 

both the brand or company and its community. It needs to be shared by both companies and 

communities and even co-constructed by both entities and takes the form of a goal to reach. 

The role of the company is here to help and sponsor its community reaching this particular 

goal. 

This is achieved through common interest. Those allow both companies and communities to 

walk in the same direction. From a practical point of view, companies segment members into 

groups acting in the same manner to promote the ideal. Common interests are the tool 

allowing people to work together. 

Finally, those two factors are articulated around myth. The latter serves as a way to make the 

outside world aware of the community, its ideal, its interests, and its actions. Companies have 

always used myth. However, the old way of doing storytelling with no capacity in involving 

people shows its limits with communities. Brands should nowadays leave to communities 

their place of leaders in myth. Our research highlighted that consumers should be placed in 

the center of the myth, as heroes. It is from this that both brands and communities will draw 

their legitimacy. 

Once these three factors thought and created, companies enter the second sub-phase of the 

operational step: management of communities. In this pause, two factors need to be more 

particularly considerate. 

Community management is both bottom-up and top-down communication strategy (Howard, 

2010). Therefore and in a first place, companies have to involve their community members 

online, with original content and co-working possibilities, letting members create content as 

well (debates, creation games …). 

In a second time, it is important to answer the physical need of members asking for new 

socializing opportunities. Online community management shows a certain number of limits 

(McWilliam, 2000; Ducrey, 2010) and a mix of both online management and ground 

management is now needed. This will allow companies to reinforce the link between the 

brand and community members, thus providing long term benefits and a local promotion of 

the ideal. 

These five factors appeared as keys in community management, especially for SMEs, closer 

from their audience than large businesses and answer a basic shame on the use of community 

management by SMEs. 
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6 CONCLUSIONS 

6.1 HOW SMES COMMUNICATE THROUGH COMMUNITIES? 

Our present thesis tried to answer this question by exploring the main existing literature on 

community management and interviewing managers from SMEs. The purpose of this thesis 

was to fill in an existing gap concerning SMEs within the community management field: no 

complete and theoretical answer already existed to give SMEs a solution on how they should 

communicate through communities.  

Empirics highlighted that SMEs were facing a certain number of issues when dealing with 

communities, such as community creation failure and lack of participation from community 

members. These issues are mainly due to the lack of community management knowledge 

within SMEs, a business model not adapted to management through communities or also the 

competition of other brand communities. Although, all SMEs would not benefit from 

community management in the same extent and a real decision process has to be done in order 

to decide entering in community management. 

However, this study also highlighted that professionals interviewed use some of the key 

principles and tools that have been recommended in literature within large businesses in order 

to communicate successfully with communities. 

A summary of these findings is that SMEs are facing two steps when dealing with community 

management. A strategic step, where the company has to define its goals, its targets, and the 

means it will invest and the tools it will use to deal with community management. As well as, 

the second step, more operational oriented including the creation of communities and the 

management of them. 

In the strategic step, we pointed out five questions on which companies have to work before 

starting community management: 

▪ What should I expect from it? 

▪ Which are the targets of my community communication? 

▪ How much in terms of money and human resources should I invest on it? 

▪ Which values will I promote? 

▪ Which tools will I use? 

In the operational step, five main principles were highlighted as common principles used by 

SMEs to communicate through communities: 

▪ The ideal which have to be promoted 

▪ The need of community managers to create common interests within each community 

▪ The importance of the myth as a gathering factor 

▪ The importance of the community involvement in the brand 

▪ The benefits of physical interactions between community members and the brand 
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6.2 IMPLICATIONS FOR SMALL AND MEDIUM ENTERPRISES 

We have confirmed in this study key success factors as well as other practical considerations 

already highlighted by researchers when it comes to brand community management and 

completed those insights with knowledge on how SMEs were using community management 

in reality. 

However, we saw that community management practices were different depending on the size 

of companies thus meaning different implications for large companies and for small and 

medium size companies. 

During our research, we found that SMEs had two main advantages when it comes to 

collaborate with customers/fans that large businesses did not have: proximity and flexibility. 

However, we saw that it was really harder for small companies to find competent people 

working in the community management field. 

This lack of knowledge within SMEs appeared to be the main reason of why most brand 

communities failed. Therefore, we wanted in this thesis to point out good habits in terms of 

community management in order to enable SMEs to have a basic knowledge to be able to take 

benefits from their advantages of proximity and flexibility, which are enabled by their size 

and essential for community management. 

6.3 LIMITATIONS 

Some critics could be brought to this thesis. First, it is a study on general concepts which is 

meant to encourage thinking before SMEs enter community management. Moreover, a critic 

could be applied to the fact that no particular market, country, culture or way of living were 

studied in this paper. This lack of specialization, as well as the collection of empirical data 

within the occidental world only, may have biased the results or at least provide results that 

are not proved as true worldwide. 

Furthermore, this study has been conducted on a field very rapidly evolving. We used mostly 

literature from the 2000s taking the risk that those could have since evolved a lot and even 

lost relevance. For example, the hub management model launched by Ducrey in 2010 and 

used in this thesis is currently being revised by its author in a doctoral thesis; and thus new 

contributions could be introduced contradicting previous models from various sources. 

Another critic could be formulated toward our work on the section „grounded implication‟ of 

our study. The latter is mostly based on empirical findings and very little develop within 

literature since community management started on the web and just begin to expand to real 

life. 
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However, when asking the question of reliability, we believe that this study is reliable in a 

sense that (1) it attended to answer only a large and mainly theoretical question, meaning the 

identification of success factors used by SMEs and (2) is fully repeatable with the same 

material. Thus, even if practical critics have to be taken into consideration, further researches 

could be conducted after this study, considering of course the evolution of the community 

management field. 

6.4 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

Our research highlighted key success factors around brand communities that could guide 

companies into their choice of such a communication strategy. However, it also shows 

interesting parallels between those success factors and non business related subjects. 

We thus believe that practitioners and researchers should now focus on helping increase 

understanding on the way brand communities function as well as broader their view toward 

sociological aspects implied by brand communities. We believe that the influence of brand 

communities and their possible contribution to society goes even further than the business 

field. 

The qualitative study chosen here should be viewed as a pilot explorative study; a first step in 

getting additional light on the brand new field of community management and more generally 

brand communities which we believe is becoming a strategic field for companies‟ 

communication strategies. 

After conducting a series of interviews, we stopped our research highlighting key success 

factors on two major steps of community management – a strategic time when companies 

choose or not to enter community management and an operational time where brand 

communities are created and managed through a definite set of tools –, which could mainly be 

viewed as hypotheses waiting to be further studied through quantitative research in order to 

evaluate the reliability of our findings. 

However, our study allowed us to show that brand communities were constructed on the same 

basis than other larger communities into human societies. We saw that the three main factors 

of a brand community construction, i.e. common interests, common ideal and a common 

history, were supporting a new need of identity belonging within populations and were 

equivalent to those highlighted by Renan (1882) about national identities. Thus, we think this 

parallel could be an interesting point to start going into further research around our subject as 

well. If communities are federated around new forms of identity as our study highlighted, we 

could ask ourselves if brand communities could not become in a near future the new 

guarantors of identity gathering formerly insured by states and the notion of nations. 
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Furthermore, and if populations find their new feeling of belonging in brand communities, the 

marketing potential of the latter could be boosted. We could thus ask ourselves if pointing out 

key success factors for right community management practices is sufficient to help companies 

maximizing benefits from such a communication strategy. Does the field of community 

management need to enter a sociological aspect to gain in efficiency and relevance through 

this idea of identity? ; An identity which is shared among heterogeneous groups of people and 

the company itself. 

Thus we believe that one way to go into further research could be to study the influence of 

brand communities on sociological aspects of society, as old communities were based on 

groups of homogeneous people; as well as the impact of such sociological aspects on the 

means companies have to deal with their brand communities. 

Another way to get deeper insights on the subject could be to conduct research on the 

practical tools used in community management such as social networks or real life think thank 

for example and to get further knowledge about their contribution to companies‟ 

communication and their implication on social factors. In other words, further research could 

take the form of a more practical approach on the subject by developing a model applicable 

directly to businesses, articulated around tools we mentioned in this study but which have not 

been fully studied in such a context. Our study could be a first step in those directions. 
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8 APPENDICES 

8.1 AN EXAMPLE OF BRAND COMMUNITY: APPLE (LEHEUP, 2009) 

Apple is a major example of brand community. This company holds less than 5% of the IT 

market shares (in 2008) and is often qualified as the driving force of the entire IT industry. It 

currently markets four main software and hardware products: desktop computer or laptops, 

portable audio and video players (iPod), mobile phones (iPhone) and tablet computers (iPad), 

its core business being IT. Apple is a brand with strong culture and rituals as well as a well-

known logo and a strong image based on a feeling of difference.  

Origin of the community 

The Apple community is not new. Actually, it started in the 80‟s with the advent of the first 

Mac computer. It should be emphasized that at the beginning, Apple products were essentially 

known by IT professionals and not to the general public. The Apple community was thus 

essentially composed of IT professionals such as engineers, computer scientists but also 

businesses. As social networks did not exist in the early 80‟s, most of this community came 

together under the form of users groups (example of the group “Berkeley Macintosh Users 

Group”, founded in 1984 by students of Berkeley University in California) to communicate 

and share their knowledge on the various products. 

Today, Apple lists more than 600 official users groups around the world, which still mostly 

composed of IT professionals who organize meetings and conferences in order to share their 

passion and their competence on technical aspects of products. Also, fairs are organized for 

the community starting with the “Macworld Expo”, whose first edition took place in 1985 in 

San Francisco. These events were first limited to the United-States and now new similar 

events are taking place in large cities such as Paris or Tokyo, which bring together thousands 

of visitors each year. Similarly, a press develops specially designed to address the Apple 

community. 

The Boom of the Apple community 

With the return of Steve Jobs at the head of the company in 1997, the Mac community is 

consolidated with the launch in 1998 of the first “iMac” which sign the renewal of the brand. 

The company‟s goal is then to mobilize a maximum of people to reconsolidate the existing 

community which is still numb from the decline of Apple in the early 90s. The two major 

factors in rise in power of this community are first the price of the product which is relatively 

accessible to general public, who is buying more and more Apple products and especially 

Macintosh. The second factor is the advertisement campaign “Think different” (which 

became the slogan in 2002) which restored the prestige of the brand by touching up the 

general public. It is really the advertisement campaign “Switch” launched in 2002 that 

boosted the growth of the community. Apple initiates a communication policy which targets 
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non-Apple computers‟ users, mostly Windows users to convert them to Mac. The 

phenomenon of conversion is called Switch and thus refers to the people concerned as 

switchers. An important symbol of this policy is the campaign “I‟m a Mac” launched in May 

2006 personifying “Mac” and “PC” and which had known a huge popular success and was, as 

such, taken back, deviated and parodied. Thanks to these commercials, the Apple community 

exploded. Consequently, former PC users entered the Apple community in order to share their 

experience of “switchers” and to gather information to control their Mac. The Apple 

community is then divided into two main groups: professionals who are long-term users with 

a history and a common experience and new members (mainly from the Windows world) who 

are recent enthusiastic users and a priori unrelated to certain values that are often attributed to 

the Apple community, such as sharing, cooperation, solidarity and conviviality. A support is 

then implemented: professionals offer advice to new Apple members so they become familiar 

with their new product. 

The various communication media of the community 

Since the development of Internet, the Apple community is very active and present mainly on 

the web through three different channels: (1) official websites, (2) blogs and (3) forums. 

The blogosphere is the most powerful driving force of the community and occupies an 

important place on the net. Indeed, a multitude of blogs and even forums dedicated to Apple 

bloomed since a decade and a quite a craze on blogs is tangible. It is really since the launch of 

the iPhone in 2007 that the phenomenon became impressive: websites are booming and some 

specialize themselves on certain products (iPhone, Mac, iPod, iPad …). 

For example, here are today‟s main Apple websites in France: 

Macgénération with over 219,000 registered members, 300,000 threads and a total of 

3,736,682 posts. 

Macbidouille with over 143,652 registered members and a total of 3,414,042 posts on the 

website‟s forum. 

Mac4ever with over 37,994 registered members, more than 56,000 topics and a total of 

759,712 posts. 

     

Figure 9: Logo of the main online French-speaking Apple communities 
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Apple relies on the community it has acquired without necessarily controlling it. Although 

some attentions are given to its community, the company does not obviously take into 

consideration the wishes and demands of its community. 

Today, Apple stopped directing its communication toward its community to focus on non-

Apple computer users. Their target is thus very limited. We also note that users, by sharing 

their Apple experience and by idealizing the brand, contribute to this communication. 

8.2 EXAMPLE OF A MYTH WITH HERO CUSTOMERS: BÉNÉVENTINE 

When it comes to the heroism of the consumer through saving an ideal, another interesting 

example is the one of a small association located in Bénévent l‟Abbaye (France). 

In this village, a strong alcohol was produced during the 19
th

 century. Recently, the 

association decided to re-launch the production of this liquor. However, the question of 

selling came out. How to sell this hand-made product, and therefore at a higher price than the 

markets average? 

This question was solved by using the heroic fiber of the customer. A museum was 

established telling the history of this liquor and its presence in the local culture. After a short 

tour in this small associative eco-museum, who wouldn‟t defend the French culture by buying 

a few deciliters of Bénéventine and sell the merits of the brand to their surroundings? 

(Scénovision et la Bénéventine, 2011) 

8.3 EXAMPLE OF PHYSICAL INTERACTION WITH COMMUNITIES: SOÖRUZ 

Soöruz is a French surf-clothing and accessory company born in 1999, which has always used 

community management to promote its brand and find success through a local spirit and local 

partners (Rose, 2011). It became over time one of the most important sponsors in international 

surfing competitions, however it also keeps working for local causes and never hesitates to 

sponsor less prestigious events (Rose, 2011). 

Hence, Soöruz is the perfect example of a company sharing actions with its customers and 

moreover with its communities‟ members, i.e. surfers. Indeed by sponsoring small local 

events and helping some charity foundations, as well as future surfing talents, Soöruz acts 

constantly with its customers answering a certain physical need (Rose, 2011). 
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8.4 THE MYTH BY JOSEPH CAMPBELL 

“The Hero with Thousand Faces” from Joseph 

Campbell sheds light on different myth present all 

over the globe by taking some of them and 

explaining them to us. 

Of this book appears a general idea. It is the 

theory defended by Joseph Campbell: the mono-

myth theory. He reveals with this theory that all 

myth without exception meet the same archetypal 

patterns. 

Campbell reduced the mono-myth (also called The 

Hero’s Journey) to three basic steps (departure, 

initiation and return) which split in turn into 

several under steps. 

The ordinary world: The hero starts in a common world. The goal of this initial situation is to 

highlight the extraordinary character of the central figure compare to others. 

 DEPARTURE 

The call to adventure: something shakes up the situation, either from external pressures or 

from a state of neurotic anxiety. The hero must face the beginnings of change. 

Refusal of the Call: the hero feels the fear of the unknown. When this arrives, the adventure 

takes then a very unpleasant way. 

Supernatural Aid: once committed to the quest the hero is encouraged by a mentor, who gives 

psychological/physical/magic weapons but does not follow the hero who has to face the tests 

alone. 

Crossing the threshold: the hero crosses into an extraordinary field where he will face evil and 

darkness to find illumination at the end. But first the hero has to brave the Threshold 

Guardian. 

The Belly of the Whale: having triumphed over the Guardian, the hero meets a dark place. 

Appearing as dead (swallowed or dismembered), he is transformed and reborn ready to face 

the coming adventure 

  

Figure 10: The Hero’s Journey 
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INITIATION 

The Road of Trials: the hero undergoes series of mental and physical tests. He meets allies 

and enemies. 

The meeting with the goddess: the final test is often represented as a marriage between the 

hero and the queen or the maternal face. It represents its control of life as well as the totality 

of what can be learned. 

Woman as the Temptress: a goddess tries then to distract the hero from his purpose under the 

shape of sensual temptations. 

Atonement with the Father: the hero balances the tyrannical and compassionate aspects of the 

character representing paternal authority to succeed in understanding himself. 

Apotheosis: the ego of the hero splits into an explosive expansion of his mind. Frequently his 

notion of reality is radically modified: he can confide a gift or learn to enlarge his point of 

view allowing him to sacrifice itself. 

The Ultimate Boon: the hero seizes the object of his quest. Having realized his personal 

illumination, his psychological strengths are stable again and he is now ready to get what he 

came for: an object or a knowledge which will benefit to the society he left, when he will 

return. 

THE RETURN 

8.5 INTERVIEW GUIDE 

During our interviews, we used a discussion guide to help us structure their course. General 

questions were asked in a first place: 

▪ What is your general point of view on community management? 

▪ What are the benefits of community management? 

▪ What are the issues about it? 

Then, depending on interviewees‟ responses, we oriented the questions to encourage them to 

develop their reasoning in all relevant directions. For example, we asked questions like: 

▪ What are for your company the main key success factors of a successful community 

management strategy? 

▪ From your experience, what are the best methods used by a company to make the 

communities act on the ground? 

▪ How do you use internet to communicate with customers? 

This interview guide provided us the flexibility we were searching in semi-structured 

interviews as well as developed insights on our subject. 
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8.6 TABLE OF THE PRINCIPAL RESEARCH PAPERS USED 

Area of research Author Paper name Comments 

Community creation 

Cova and Cova Tribal marketing 

Brand used as 

example: mainly 
Citroën. But also 

Magic, the Gathering, 

Ford, Nike, Caisse 
d‟Epargne… 

Muniz and O‟Guinn Brand community 

Study on large 

enterprises: Mac, 

Michelin and Saab 
mainly 

Community 

management 

McWilliam 

Building stronger 

brands through Online 
communities 

 

Schau, et al. 
How brand community 
Practices create value 

Study on large 

enterprises: Mini, 
Garmin, Xena, Lomo, 

… 

New consumer needs Jourdan, et al. 

A nouveaux 

consommateurs, 
nouveau marketing 

Large quantitative 

study on the French 
market 

Table 4: Principal research papers used 
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