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Abstract 
 
This paper gives an account of a study regarding virtual communities, and tries to answer the 
question of which aspects that contribute towards the growth and success of a community. 
The purpose of the study has been twofold: to survey and identify factors that are important 
for the success of a virtual community; and to investigate whether there are differences in the 
views of success factors between leaders and members in a virtual community. The study is 
based upon a theoretical framework which gives a definition of the term virtual community, 
and how experts suggest these congregations are built. In the study is also included an 
extensive case study of two virtual communities. Finally, a discussion is made regarding the 
results of the study, and it is concluded that factors such as purpose, policies, trust, feedback 
and leaders are heavily contributing towards the success of virtual communities.  
 
 
Key words: virtual communities, Internet, Internet society. 
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1. Introduction 
 
This chapter introduces the topic of the paper and provides a background for the problem 
presented. Furthermore, the two purposes of the study are put forth as well as the limitations 
for the study. Finally, central concepts for the study as well as an outline of the paper are 
imparted.  
 
 
It has almost been 150 years since Lewis Carroll published his novels, Alice’s Adventures in 
Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass, which tell the story of a young girl’s journey in 
a strange world. If Alice had been around today, where would she have followed the White 
Rabbit? Would she have ventured into the screen, and come out into the virtual wonderland 
that we call Internet? 
 
Our society today is a society built on the foundation of information exchange. The 
introduction of Internet has forever changed our world, and the way we now think of 
computers. Today, the presence of computers is everywhere, and they make even more impact 
on our lives. They might be tools for work today, but they are also slowly growing to be 
something more than that. Therefore, it is not strange that a lot of the research today is slowly 
turning towards computers and the Internet.  
 
Internet has become a fixture in our lives, and as Preece so eloquently puts it: “If you are not 
on the Internet, you don’t exist” (2000, p. 6). People are congregating on the Internet, and 
they spend a great amount of time online; debating on forums, exchanging news and opinions 
on newsgroups and socializing in chat rooms. These online congregations are examples of 
what is called virtual communities, and these have become an increasingly popular field of 
research.  
 
There is much confusion regarding the use of “virtual community”, specifically the 
combination of the two words to form the term. The latter word is a concept which shows up 
in many fields of social science, and holds a somewhat ambiguous meaning. There has been a 
long discussion regarding communities in the social sciences, and the term has therefore 
slowly evolved.  However, Sveningsson (2001) claims that many scholars debate whether it is 
possible to determine if virtual communities exist, and if they even can be called 
communities.  
 
It is obvious that limits such as time, room and space are slowly being erased with the use of 
the Internet as a means of communication, and these new communities are not bound by 
physical location, but by shared interests (Wellman & Gulia, 1999). Virtual communities are a 
growing phenomenon, and the body of corresponding research is also growing. Virtual 
communities are congregations of people on the Internet, defined by factors both social and 
technical, as shown in Holmström’s (2004) model of a virtual community.  
 
If a virtual community is to succeed, it is my belief that there has to be some thought behind 
it, as well as an understanding that there are certain factors which have an influence on the 
establishment and success of virtual communities. I also believe that there is a difference in 
opinions on success between the different levels in a community, mainly between the founder 
and the members of the community. These opinions may cause discontent, and it is therefore 
important to find out what these differences might be.  
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I wish to find out the opinions and thoughts of the leaders of the virtual communities, as well 
as the ones of the members, to see if there are any patterns in thinking. The object for this 
study, virtual communities, needs to be studied from both perspectives – founder and member 
– and the main focus will be on the construction of a community. 
 

1.1 Problem 
 
Virtual communities are defined by both technical and social aspects. These aspects are 
combined, and cannot fully be separated from one another. I believe that not all aspects are 
positive and contribute towards the growth and success of a community, and my question is 
therefore:  
 
What aspects contribute to the growth of a successful virtual community? 
 

1.2 Purpose 
 
The purpose of this study is twofold.  
 

• To survey and identify factors which are important for the success of a virtual 
community. 

• To investigate whether there are differences in opinion of which factors are important 
to the health of a virtual community between the community leaders and the 
community members. 

 

1.3 Delimitations 
 
I have chosen to delimit my study to two communities. These communities have different 
purposes and structures, and their purposed are based on user interest. It is my belief that 
these are environments that will generate interesting answers and a strong response rate. I 
have also selected communities where I have been a member for some time. 
 

1.4 Central Concepts 
 
Certain words and concepts are used throughout the paper, and I will here give a brief 
explanation of the terms.  
 
Roleplay 
Role Play Universe [3] gives the following definition of roleplay: 1) to assume the attitudes, 
actions and discourse of (another), esp. in a make-believe situation in an effort to understand a 
differing point of view or social interaction; and 2) to experiment with or experience (a 
situation or viewpoint) by playing a role.  
 
 
 

 7



RT  
Abbreviation of “real time”. This refers to the player and his/her life outside of the computer. 
Opposed to VT. 
 
VT 
Abbreviation of “virtual time”. This refers to the time spent online, the people met on the Net 
and the activities taking place here. Antonym to RT. 
 
OOC 
Abbreviation of “out of character”. Role Play Universe [3] has the following explanation: 
“this means that you are speaking as a “player” – the person behind your keyboard. It can also 
refer to the knowledge your “player” has that your “character” does not.” 
 
IC 
Abbreviation of “in character”. Role Play Universe [3] once more has a definition: “this 
means that you – the player – are currently playing out your “character”. You’ve left reality 
and you are acting as your character would. It also refers to knowledge that your character has 
gained on his/her own during a role-play session.” 
 
Newbie 
Merriam-Webster [4] gives the following definition of newbie: newcomer, especially a 
newcomer to cyberspace. 
 
Lurker 
Merriam-Webster [5] describes to lurk as “to read messages on an Internet discussion forum 
(as a newsgroup or chat room) without contributing”, and of course, the person doing this is 
then called lurker.  
 
Avatar 
The image players use to portray their character in a chat room.  
 
Pulldown 
A feature in chat rooms, where a player can chose his or her location in the chat room from a 
list of dropdowns or pulldowns.  
 
Flame 
Merriam-Webster [6] explains flame as “an angry, hostile, or abusive electronic message”. 
 
Netiquette 
Merriam-Webster [7] gives the following explanation of netiquette: etiquette governing 
communication on the Internet.  
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2. Method 
 
The method chapter will discuss how this study has been conducted. I will give an account of 
my approach to the research, and then explain how I have collected material for the study, 
both from literary and empirical sources. I will also explain how I have conducted the 
empirical study and which methods that have been used for rendering of the collected 
material. Finally, I will discuss the chosen methods, and what they might mean for my study. 
 

2.1 Research Setting 
 
Method deals with how research is supposed to be conducted, and it helps the researcher to 
describe how and why the study is done. The purpose of research is to produce new 
knowledge, and contribute to already existing theories. The approach chosen will have some 
impact on what can be learned from the research. According to Patel and Davidson (1994), 
the purpose of a description of the research setting is to make it possible for the reader to 
determine how reasonable the result and analysis of the research is. According to the authors, 
it is also a way of showing the reader the general applicability of the study. It is therefore 
important to follow the scientific standards for conducting a study.  
 
Bryman (1997) points out that the research setting can have two different approaches – 
qualitative and quantitative. A quantitative approach focuses on showing that the results from 
a certain study can be applied to other situations, as well as other persons, than the ones that 
have been studied. A qualitative approach, on the other hand, is more focused on finding out 
what values, ideas and standards the studied participants have. Qualitative research originates 
from hermeneutics, and according to Nationalencyklopedin [2] this is quite simply the art of 
interpretation. Merriam (1994) points out that the primary data of qualitative research are the 
experiences, attitudes, opinions and thoughts of the persons studied. According to Bryman 
(1997), qualitative research uses methods like participating observation and unstructured 
interviews to obtain results.  
 
I have chosen to focus on the qualitative approach in my research setting rather than its 
quantitative counterpart. My problem brings up the question of which aspects contribute to 
the growth of a virtual community; it is my belief that this cannot be researched via structured 
questionnaires. Trost (2001) regards the purpose of a qualitative study to be something 
wherein you try to understand the reasoning and attitudes of a human being, and this is what I 
would like find out in my study.  
 
My research has also included an approach to a case study. According to Denscombe (2000) a 
case study is suitable when the following factors are important to the researcher: depth of 
study, relations and processes, a holistic view, natural environment and several sources. I 
believe that these factors are important to my study, and it is also my intention to try and give 
as profound and exhaustive description of the virtual communities in the study as I possibly 
can.  
 
Furthermore, it is important to note that my study was conducted on the Internet, and that this 
has had an effect upon the study. The Internet is a new medium, or as Sveningson et al (2003) 
calls it, a hybrid medium. It contains three established forms of communication, according to 
Slevin (2000) via Sveningson et al (2003), and yet it does not match the criteria given for 
these three forms completely. The first form of interaction is face to face interaction, and 
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according to Slevin, this takes place between individuals who are jointly present in time and 
place, and who have the tools to create and convey meaning. The second form is mediated 
interaction, where we lose some of these contextual aspects. For example, when we write a 
letter we lose the aspect of being in the same place and same time, and we thereby also lose 
some of the tools for communication. Finally, the third form is mediated quasi-interaction 
which concerns the relations that have been established by mass media; this form of 
interaction is a one-way one where recipients can only receive and not respond. 
 
The Internet contains features from the three forms of interaction, and yet it cannot be placed 
fully under either of them. Internet also adds yet another form of interaction, namely the one 
of being able to reach many recipients who are present in the same time and room, according 
to Sveningson et al (2003). My study has been influenced by the medium, and it is also my 
belief that through my prior knowledge I have a good grasp of the medium and its benefits, as 
well as its drawbacks.  
 

2.2 Literature Review 
 
My theoretical frame of reference is built by the scientific literature and articles which I have 
considered relevant for my research. I have performed searches in the university library 
database, employing search terms such as “community”, “virtual community”, “online 
community”, “user-centered design”, “community-centered design”, “Internet”, 
“communication”, and “interaction”. I have used both Swedish and English terms for my 
literature search, and used a combination of the terms mentioned above to widen my search 
field further. I have also completed searches on the names of relevant authors to find more 
material relating to my field of study. The scope of the literature was rather wide at the 
beginning of the study, but it was gradually downsized and narrowed into specific topics: 
community building, policies, leaders, trust and security, and so on.  
 
Walsham (1995) in his article Interpretive case studies in is research: nature and method 
points out that it is important for the researcher to consider a few areas considering 
interpretive case studies. Furthermore, he believes that the researcher should regard the role of 
theory in the study, and suggests three different approaches. I have chosen his approach of 
using theory as a part in an iterative process of data collection and analysis, and this has been 
a natural choice which fit into the study nicely. I started with studying already established 
theories, and used these to create a theoretical frame which was then used to generate a semi-
structured interview guide. I have mainly based my theoretical frame on the theories put 
forward by Jenny Preece (2000), and later in the study these theories were further enforced by 
the information found in Amy Jo Kim’s book Building Online Communities (2000). 
 
I have also used the theoretical frame to analyze the results obtained from the various data 
collections, and the analysis was started at the time of the interviews. Interesting thoughts and 
other notes that came up during the sessions were duly noted, and they were a great help later 
on in the process.  

2.2.1 Design of the Theoretical Frame 
 
Originally, my plan was to follow the outline which Preece (2000) uses in her book Online 
Communities, which can be seen in appendix 1. In appendix 1, we can see that Preece 
considers a virtual community to consist of essentially two entities: sociability and usability. 
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However, as I progressed in my reading, I found that these entities with their respective sub-
entities were not very helpful when it came to designing a questionnaire or an interview 
guide.  
 
I therefore drew on Preece’s structure as an inspiration, and also looked to Kim (2000) for 
more themes that I considered being key aspects for my study. By further mind mapping I 
came up with the themes I considered important for my study, and these can be seen in 
appendix 1, as the smaller rectangles that connect and interconnect with the structure 
suggested by Preece.  
 
The key aspects or themes which I wanted to study were: Community and Membership, 
Activity, Member Influence, Trust and Security, Policies, Leaders, and Communication. After 
identifying these items, I then went on to further specify what they consisted of and used these 
attributes as a foundation for my questionnaire and interview guide. These can be seen in 
table 1.  
 
Key Aspects Attributes References 
Community and 
membership 

Purpose 
Growth 
Free versus paying 
Community 
organization 
Membership 
Sense of community 
Critical mass 

Kim (2000), Preece (2000) 
Kim (2000) 
 
Kim (2000) 
Kim (2000) 
Sveningsson (2001) 
Preece (2000) 

Activity Activities 
Gathering places 
Debates 
Sharing 
Time spent in 
community 

 
Kim (2000) 
 
Kim (2000), Wellman & Gulia (1999), Preece (2000) 
Sveningsson (2001) 

Member influence Member influence 
Feedback loops 
Empower members 
Chain of command 

Kim (2000) 
Kim (2000) 
Kim (2000) 
Kim (2000) 

Trust and Security Trust 
Reputation 
Policies 
Reciprocity 

Preece (2000), Gattiker et al (2001), Shneiderman (2001) 
Kim (2000) 
Kim (2000) 
Rheingold (1998) 

Policies Netiquette 
Policies 
Code of Conduct 
FAQ 
Governance 

Preece (2000), Kim (2000) 
Kim (2000) 
Kim (2000) 
Kim (2000) 
Kim (2000), Preece (2000) 

Communication Member to staff 
Staff to member 
Member to member 
Site wide 
communication 
Language 
Medium 

Kim (2000) 
Kim (2000) 
Falkheimer (2001), Kim (2000) 
Hård af Segerstad (2002), Kim (2000) 
 
 
Sveningsson et al (2003) 

Leaders Leaders 
Staff policies 
Roles 
Volunteers 
Leadership Manual 

Kim (2000), Preece (2000) 
Kim (2000) 
Kim (2000), Preece (2000) 
Kim (2000) 
Kim (2000) 

Table 1. Key aspects. 

 11



 

2.3 Background for Selection of Community  
 
When it comes to choosing communities to study, I have made a selection of convenience in 
my study – both in regard of the communities studied as well as the selection of the 
respondents. Trost (2001) points out that a convenience sample might not be representative in 
a statistical point of view, but as my approach to this study has been of a qualitative nature, 
this is also something that I have decided to not be concerned about. Trost (2001) also points 
out that convenience sampling is about choosing what is easily accessible, and this is what I 
have chosen to heed. 
 
My decision to study these virtual communities is primarily based on the fact that I am a 
member of these communities. Sveningsson et al. (2003) describes the problems of 
conducting research on the Internet, and especially the problem of accessing the environments 
that you wish to study. If the researcher wishes to be a participating observer, then it is also 
imperative that this person becomes accepted by the community he or she wishes to study. 
My reasoning is that because I have been a member of the communities for several years, I 
have built up a reputation and a level of trust with the members. It is my hope that this will 
ease the process of setting up the study and gaining access to respondents. I am also aware 
that many issues will arise with me being closely involved with the studied communities, and 
I will address some of these issues in the case study section.  
 
I have also contacted the owners and administrators of the communities, and asked them for 
their permission to conduct a study at the virtual community. I have obtained their permission, 
and out of respect of their wishes, the communities in this study have not been named but 
remain anonymous. 
 
Finally, I would like to address the issue of my own role as researcher in this study. Walsham 
(1995) says that researchers doing an interpretive case study try to express what they have 
gained from interpreting their interviewees interpretations, and in this, “it is important that 
interpretive researchers have a view of their own role in this complex human process” (1995, 
p. 77). In this study, I have been an involved researcher, and this means that I have a personal 
stake in how the communities are viewed. It is however my intention to remain neutral in 
interpreting the results of the data collection, and to use the results of the study to help the 
communities in question grow stronger and better.  
 
Another issue may also arise with an involved researcher, namely that interviewees might be 
more guarded about what they are saying. I believe I have reduced this risk by assuring the 
involved people that no one but me will have full access to the material, and by staying 
completely neutral when interviewing the respondents. It is my belief that because the 
interview was semi-structured and had the feeling of a conversation might have helped in 
making the respondents more relaxed and willing to express their honest opinions and 
thoughts regarding the communities in the study.  
 

2.3.1 Prior Knowledge 
 
In a case study, it is important for an involved researcher to give an account of what prior 
knowledge was in existence before the study was conducted as Walsham (1995) mentions. I 
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have several years of experience in communities similar to the ones in the study; I have also 
been a member of the studied communities for several years. This means that, not only do I 
have knowledge of this kind of community, but also that I know the studied communities 
intimately, and I have reflected on their services and features more than once.  
 
My online history starts around 1998 when I discovered chatting on the Internet. Originally, I 
chatted only in general chat rooms but I then moved on to roleplaying in chat rooms. 
Roleplaying in chat rooms is similar to tabletop roleplaying, comparable to a sort of 
interactive storytelling where the people in a chat room all contribute to the storyline being 
developed. Often the chat room is centred on a specific theme, and the theme can, for 
example, be historical, based upon a novel, or upon a TV-series. Players play a character 
which fits the particular theme, and portray their characters’ actions through the posts they 
make in the chat room. Often they also wear an avatar to further enhance the portrayal of the 
character in the roleplay. 
 
I started out as a regular roleplayer in a room which was centered on a historical theme. This 
chat room was located on the chat site Webmaze, and I eventually moved on to being a 
paying member of the site. After yet some more time, I eventually started a chat room of my 
own, centered on a historical theme. To be able to do this, I needed four other paying 
members willing to support my room, and while I was the room leader, I was not given 
control over the coding of the entry nor the pulldowns within the room. A room owner on this 
chat site did not have moderator abilities, but I was voted through to become one. I even 
advanced later on to being the section leader for the historical section of chat rooms. 
 
Somewhere during those first years, I stumbled upon lessons in how to make graphics and 
avatars for display in chat rooms. These lessons were first held in a chat room, and later on a 
website. This was community 1 starting up, and I was an original member, even though I was 
mostly lurking back then and admiring the work of other designers. However, I gained some 
confidence and learnt how to create my own graphics, and then I started participating in the 
growing community. I was very shy in the beginning, but eventually I gained some reputation 
within the community and got to know some of the people involved. I signed up to be a 
mentor in the novice program, which had developed out of the lessons that originally started 
the whole community. However, there was some trouble with the management of the 
program, and the person who had managed the novice program dropped out. I was offered the 
position as manager and I ran the program for approximately a year and a half. During this 
time I got to know the owner and founder of the community very well, and I was even offered 
the opportunity to co-own the community with her, and I was given administrator rights 
within the community.  
 
I was, however, close to being burnt out by the workload of the manager position in the 
novice program, and therefore I stepped down and let other people take up the heavy 
workload. Around this point in time, I also let go of the co-owner position since I felt that I 
was not an equal partner in the project. Since then, I have remained a member of the 
community, though not as heavily involved as I once was. Many of the old members have 
stayed in the community, but it has also grown significantly and fresh blood has been added. 
 
I was still chatting and roleplaying during this time, and I had heard about community 2 from 
other people. The community offered much better services when it came to starting chat 
rooms, and they also offered control over everything concerning the chat rooms, such as 
pulldown editing and entry editing. By paying an initial fee, you had complete control over 
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the room – apart from moderating abilities. So, I decided to start a new room in community 2 
in the Vampire section.  
 
Eventually, the room leaders of the historical section decided to move away from the original 
community with the historical-themed rooms since the service from the management had 
become extremely poor. With no control over editing, we had to send in emails with the 
changes to be made and after a month of no responses to the emails we had sent in, we asked 
to have the historical section deleted and moved to community 2. I currently run two chat 
rooms at community 2, and I have been appointed moderator in the community for about six 
months.  
 

2.3.2 Criteria for Selecting Communities 
 
I have chosen the communities in my study out of convenience, as has been previously 
mentioned, but I have also chosen the communities with some criteria in mind. The first 
criterion to be considered was the amount of members in the communities, as I wanted to 
study active, living communities. Preece (2000) explains that the size of a community can 
have a great impact on its activity, and she mentions the term “critical mass”. Critical mass is 
“the number of people needed to make a communication system or community useful” 
(Preece, 2000, p. 91), and this is a number which varies between communities. I have picked 
communities with a larger number of members to make sure that the communities in the study 
are active. It is also interesting to note that the communities were established around the same 
time, and they are therefore about equal in age.  
 
Another criterion is the focus of the community or the kind of interest the community centres 
around. I have chosen two communities with different foci to be able to do a comparison 
between the two communities, and also, to be able to find distinguishing features in them 
both. Denscombe (2000) claims that it is important to identify distinguishing features that can 
be used as a comparison to other objects in the same category when a case study is made, and 
so I have had this in mind when choosing the communities. I have also tried to compare the 
features of the studied communities to those features described in literature.  
 
I have also considered a criterion of a free of charge community versus a paying one. This is 
just to further bring out the differences between the communities, and this criterion can also 
have an impact on how the community is organized. Preece (2000) mentions that the purpose 
of the community is extremely important, and that the purpose naturally also has an impact on 
how the community is shaped but also on the activity that takes place within it. However, the 
criterion of free versus paying might not be valid for this study, as community 1 started out as 
a free of charge graphics community, but later on incorporated some paying features such as 
letting people become members and thereby getting storage space and email addresses. 
Community 2 is a chat site where you can chat for free and use most of the features available. 
However, you can also pay a fee to become a member and thereby get a storage place, a right 
to reserve your chat name and an email address. Therefore, the criterion of free of charge 
versus paying might not be applicable, since both communities are free as long as you want 
the basic features of them. 
 
Yet another criterion has been the presence of staff and other special roles within the 
community. Staff plays an important role in the structure of the community according to 
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Preece (2000) and Kim (2000), and I have therefore chosen communities with a hierarchy of 
staff to study how they are perceived and how their roles can influence a community.  
 
A final criterion has also been gaining permission from the owners of the community to 
conduct a study at them, and this is just to follow ethical guidelines mentioned later on in this 
chapter. As I have mentioned earlier, I have contacted the owners and founders of the 
communities, and have thereby obtained their permissions. However, the owner of 
community 2 asked to not put the community in any bad light, and my response to this request 
has been to let both communities in the study be anonymous. 
 

2.4 Case Study 
 
I have chosen to do a case study, and I motivate this decision with a desire to do an in-depth 
description of virtual communities to better be able to answer the problem that I have outlined 
in the introduction chapter as well as the purpose for the study. A case study, according to 
Denscombe (2000), is a study which is focused on an in-depth analysis of relations and 
processes in a natural environment. Furthermore, the author says that a case study often 
involves the usage of several sources and methods. In my study, I have used more than one 
source to answer my question regarding virtual communities, and I have also been focused on 
an in-depth study rather than skimming the surface for the information to fulfill my purpose. 
Walsham (1995) also speaks of in-depth case studies, and he defines this as a study where the 
researcher visits the field site repeatedly over a period of time to gather material, and here I 
can refer to my lengthy membership in both communities and the fact that I have been 
reflecting over happenings over the years and made notes of them. In conclusion, I have 
studied the communities as they are, in their own environment. In one of the communities, my 
study has been immersed in the community itself as a special board was opened for my 
questionnaire.  
 
Denscombe (2000) suggests data from different sources to increase the quality of the study as 
well as the results of them, and this is something which Merriam (1994) recommends as well. 
I have used different sources for my study of the communities such as observation in the 
communities, interviews with members of the communities and a questionnaire posted in the 
community. With this, I have also tried to use what Denscombe calls triangulation. This is a 
way of increasing the validity of the data collected, by looking at the study from different 
angles to be able to confirm the results. The author describes triangulation as deciding an 
exact position via referring to two or three coordinates, and we can then apply this to the 
study by letting the various sources of material be the coordinates which will hopefully point 
in the same direction. However, Denscombe makes sure to point out that even though the 
coordinates may point in the same direction, this does not necessarily mean that the results are 
actually correct. I have therefore tried to look for patterns in the material as well as the 
theoretical frame, and then compared them to each other. But, Denscombe explains that 
studying the material from different kinds of perspective might increase the understanding 
and strengthen the results of the study. Merriam (1994) also points out that one of the benefits 
of a case study is that it handles many different types of material. It is my belief that my 
material has provided me with many different angles to view the communities with, as I have 
observed the community as well as listened to what the members and staff have said regarding 
the communities.  
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The boundaries of the case are another criterion that Denscombe (2000) mentions, and this is 
a somewhat more easily established criterion considering virtual communities. The 
boundaries of a virtual community are natural and well-established as most communities are 
built on one website and contained therein. A virtual community is an independent unit 
generally consisting of several subunits, and the boundaries are generally determined by the 
website in which the community is built. This is also the case in my study, where the two 
virtual communities are located on one website and therefore have clear boundaries.  
 
Finally, Denscombe (2000) also points out the importance of defining the case, and 
comparing it to other objects within the same category. As this study is centered on studying 
virtual communities and finding the factors which make them successful, I give a very 
detailed account of different features in the theory, and later on compare these features to 
what I have found in the data collected in the study, and I therefore believe that I have 
fulfilled this criterion to satisfaction.  
 

2.4.1 Observation of Communities 
 
My study begun with observing the chosen communities and making notes regarding the 
various things I observed within them. I started out with looking at documents available 
within the community such as FAQs, user agreements and copyright statements. I have also 
read posts on forums concerning these things, as some rules are not posted as separate 
documents on the websites but as posts stickied at the top of a forum.  
 
One of the benefits of a virtual community is that you can often find a history in forums with 
old threads. This is perhaps not applicable on these communities, considering that community 
1 has switched software and therefore lost some of the old threads and that community 2 
regularly locks flamed threads and hides them from the public. However, there are many posts 
from the past six months left in the community, and I have studied these to try and discern 
patterns considering what is happening in the communities.  
 
In my observation, I have remained an invisible observer within the communities. I have had 
access to staff documents within community 2, as I have been a moderator within the 
community for some time. In community 1, I have only been able to access the documents 
that normal members of the community can access.  
 

2.4.2 Questionnaire 
 
I have posted questions at the forums available in the two communities, and gathered material 
from the responses posted to these questions. The questions for the questionnaire have been 
derived from the very same themes in the theory that later made up the semi-structured 
interview guide. The questions were then posted at the forums after I had obtained permission 
from the owners of respective community. I also added an instruction to each of the posts 
made, where I gave the respondents an option of either answering publicly or in private. 
 
At community 1, I was given my own special section within the forum to host these questions, 
and I do believe this might have influenced the fact that I got many replies to the questions. 
The questions were sorted under themes, and then each theme was posted as a single post on 
this section of the forum. It is also interesting to note that not all respondents answered all the 
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questions or all the themes, which is why I find it irrelevant to give out the exact number of 
respondents who answered.  
 
Community 2 rendered fewer responses than community 1, and there were also no responses 
made via private messages. This result may stem from several different factors, and I will 
cover some in this section, and some in the final discussion chapter. One of the obvious 
reasons for lack of response might be that the questions were posted in one single post which 
made it a rather lengthy questionnaire to respond to. This is something which is mentioned in 
the literature, both in Trost (2001) and Kim (2000), though I made this decision out of 
necessity. Had I posted each theme separately, they would likely have disappeared in the 
section of the forum, which was one for general discussions and questions. The post was 
stickied at the top of the section at my request, and this might also have contributed to the lack 
of responses – a stickied post stays at the top of the forum, and people generally look at the 
new posts made at the forum – which makes the stickied post less noticeable.  
 

2.4.2 Interviews 
 
The selection of respondents has been one of convenience, and a random one. I have posted 
messages on the forums of each virtual community where I have asked for volunteers to 
participate in my study, and asked the members if anyone was willing to be interviewed by 
me. From these responses, I have chosen the interviewees and conducted interviews. After 
concluding the interviews, I did realize that all the respondents from both communities were 
women, and I feel the need to address this issue. Community 1 has a majority of women, and 
it is also only women who have responded to my request of being interviewed. Community 2 
has about as many men as women in the community, but I did not get any responses to my 
request for willing interviewees, and I have therefore had to seek out the respondents in a sort 
of snowball effect. I asked a fellow moderator and a fellow room leader to do an interview 
with me, and they in return referred me to two other people. In the end, I managed to end up 
with only women as respondents, but this has not been a conscious choice.  
 
The interviews have been held over MSN and in chat rooms. This is a choice I have made 
consciously since the respondents are spread all over the world, since the subject of the study 
is virtual communities and since this is a medium that the respondents are used to and feel 
comfortable with. A conversation in MSN is also easy to copy and paste into a document, 
where it can be saved to be read through at a later point. This has also been the case in my 
study, where all interviews have been saved into Word documents for later analysis.  
 
I have used a semi-structured interview guide and simply let the conversation flow naturally 
between interviewer and interviewee. One question has lead to a topic, and the conversation 
has then naturally gone on to another topic, and so on. It has been my intention as an 
interviewer to let the interviewee feel as comfortable as possible, and therefore there have 
been off-topic comments and remarks in the interviews. Walsham (1995) points out that a 
good technique is not always enough to do a good interview, but that it is also important to 
have good social skills as well as some personal sensitivity. In my interviews, I have tried to 
follow this considering that the interviews have been more of conversations, and I have also 
tried to be sensitive and follow up with questions where I have felt that there might be more 
information to gather from the respondent. At the same time, I have been careful to word my 
questions to not pry into matters that would not add to my study.  
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An interview conducted on the Internet is limited in terms when it comes to feedback. In a 
face-to-face conversation the participants rely heavily on both verbal cues as well as body 
language to determine what is being said. These cues are of course missing in a conversation 
online, but there are also other cues which have been developed online instead of afore 
mentioned indications. Examples include emoticons and the use of markers to indicate an 
action such as *laughs*. An experienced participant in online communication can read into 
the conversation, and get a feeling for what the other person is saying, and thereby ask for 
more feedback and input. It is my belief that I am experienced in online conversations, and 
this has contributed to making the interviews even better, as I can ask for more input or 
clarifications whenever I feel it is needed.  
 

2.5 Analysis 
 
The interviews have been saved into several documents to be studied more closely in the 
analysis. The themes covered in the interview guide as well as the theory have been the 
foundation for the categorization of the material. I have divided up each interview under these 
categories and then sought patterns in the material to identify themes and relations. Some of 
the material has fit into several of the categories, which is not too surprising considering that 
the interview has been of a rather unstructured nature.  
 
I have searched for patterns and themes in the material, which is something a researcher 
should do, according to Denscombe (2000) and Patel & Davidsson (2003). The interview 
material was been organized into the key concepts Community and Membership, Activity, 
Member Influence, Trust and Security, Policies, Leaders, and Communication. I then started 
to look for connections and patterns within the material. I read through the texts several times, 
and each key aspect was colour-coded to give a better overview. When reading through the 
texts, I also used mind maps to further simplify the analysis process by using the key aspects 
and their more specified subcategories as shown in table 1. The responses from the informants 
were later on reconnected with the frame of reference to illustrate interesting aspects of the 
theory.  
 

2.6 Ethical Aspects  
 
According to Patel and Davidson (2003), some consideration needs to be done regarding the 
ethics of gathering information from the respondents. Studies mean that you wish to gather 
information from an individual respondent, and in this you have to consider how to protect the 
integrity of the individual. Everything gathered needs to be kept confidential. This means that 
no one outside of the study can be allowed to read the material, as well as that no individual 
respondent can be identified once the result has been presented. In my study, I have been very 
careful to keep my material confidential and no one but I have been able to access the 
material.  
 
HFSR (presently Vetenskapsrådet) published in 1990 a set of guidelines for ethics in research. 
In these guidelines, we find four demands that are applicable on the research conducted in this 
study.  
 

• Information – the researcher has to inform the respondents that research is taking place, and what the 
purpose of this research is.  
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• Consent – respondents should have the right of consenting to participating in the study. 
• Confidentiality – the respondents should have the highest level of confidentiality possible. The 

information should be stored so that no one outside of the study can access it, and no respondent should 
be able to be identified. 

• Usage – the gathered information should only be used for research purposes.  
(Sveningson, Löwheim and Bergquist, 2003, pp. 176 – 177) 

 
It has been my intention to follow these guidelines as well as can be done on the Internet – 
which is something that Sveningson et al (2003) also points out. For example, it may seem 
that the confidentiality requirement might be even easier on the Internet, as the researcher 
might only know the respondents by their usernames on a web chat, but it is also important to 
remember that what we see on the Internet is not really anonymity but rather pseudonymity. 
Often a chosen chat name will have some sort of meaning for the person who have chosen it, 
and this could be a clue to who the person is that have chosen such a name. Therefore, I have 
chosen to not use the names of my informants’ Internet names in the study. 
 
Following guidelines mentioned above, the respondents in my study have also been informed 
that their participation is voluntary, and that all the material that has been gathered is 
confidential, meaning that I am the only one who has handled the material, and no respondent 
can be identified from the material once it has been printed. The respondents have also been 
informed that this material will only be used for my research purpose, and after the study is 
concluded, the material will be destroyed.  
 
The analysis of the material might also bring up an ethical dilemma, since the author of the 
paper is a member of the communities which have been studied, and therefore might know the 
respondents in the study fairly well. This might lead to that the information gathered could 
have been influenced by personal relationships which Walker (1980) via Merriam (1994) 
brings up. I have however strived to maintain objectivity concerning the analysis of the 
material. Even though I have been an involved researcher and observer in the communities, I 
have tried to regard the material as objectively as possible by not letting any personal feelings 
interfere with the research. It is also important to mention that even though I have tried to be 
objective, the material and the study in itself are still coloured by my subjective thoughts and 
opinions. This is something which Mitch and Huberman (1994) via Denscombe (2000) points 
out by saying that it is a question regarding relative neutrality, and they also continue with 
saying that the researcher likely has prejudices. The researcher should therefore be open and 
clear regarding the prejudices that might exist. It is my belief that I have shown some of these 
prejudices that might exist in an earlier section, Prior Knowledge.  
 

2.7 Validity, Reliability and General Applicability 
 
It is hard to say whether or not the study can be done again with the same results. My own 
involvement in the communities of the study has given the opportunity to observe the 
communities as well as to speak casually with the members. A researcher without the same 
experience and time spent in the community might find it hard to come to the same 
conclusions as I have.  
 
However, the results of a study need to be both valid and reliable, and this is something that 
every researcher should agree on. Patel and Davidson (2003) mentions that there is a certain 
relationship between the two concepts, which means that you cannot focus on just one of the 
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two. Furthermore, Patel and Davidson also give three rules of thumb to remember in regard to 
these concepts. 
 

• High reliability is not guarantee for high validity. 
• Low reliability gives a low validity. 
• Complete reliability is a prerequisite for complete validity.  
(2003, p. 99) 

 

2.7.1 Validity 
 
Patel and Davidson (2003) describe validity as something that is not related just to the 
gathering of material, but as an aspect which should be considered through the entire research 
process. The authors regard validity as something that can be expressed in how the researcher 
applies and uses his or her prior knowledge in the research process, and I have considered this 
aspect throughout this study. My position as researcher has been one with a lot of prior 
knowledge as well as an involved researcher in the communities, and therefore I have used 
the knowledge gathered both before and during the study all the way through the entire 
project.  
 
Validity is also related to reliability, as Patel and Davidson (2003) also point out in their 
work, and this has been mentioned above in the three rules of thumb. Denscombe (2000) 
mentions triangulation as a mean of making sure that the study is valid, and this has been 
described in the section concerning the case study. 
 

2.7.2 Reliability 
 
Trost (1997) points out that reliability generally means that a study should be able to be 
repeated, and the new study should be able to produce the same results. The author explains 
that this would mean that things are static, but he also mentions that this is generally not the 
case. Therefore, we should expect a different result at a different point in time. This is 
something which is true for the study conducted here, as I have taken a position as an active 
participant in the research. As I have been involved in the communities for quite some time, I 
have built up a reputation and a very good base of knowledge about the happenings, and it is 
my belief that a researcher from the outside would not return the same results as I have in my 
study. 
 
Patel and Tebelius (1987) regard reliability as the researcher’s responsibility to make sure that 
the study is not affected by disturbing factors. They give examples such as avoiding 
disturbances during interviews, giving motivation to respondents to give honest answers and 
avoiding questions that might be ambiguous in both questionnaires and interviews. I have 
conducted the interviews on MSN, and the only disturbance that has occurred was when MSN 
went down. When this happened, I had a backup plan of taking the interview to a chat room 
where I could speak in private with the respondent. Furthermore I have tried to motivate the 
respondents to give me as much material as possible by giving them information about the 
study as well as gifting them with a small graphic to use in chat rooms after the completion of 
the interview.  
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2.7.3 Applicability 
 
When it comes to general applicability, Patel and Tebelius (1987) point out that this is 
something that concerns data collection and selection of respondents in relation to the 
problem and method. The authors especially emphasize that it is important that the problem 
background is relevant to the respondents. If the problem is significant for the respondents, 
they will be more likely to give personal opinions, and this is something I have considered in 
my study. I have given each respondent a short introduction to the subject and pointed out that 
their participation is important for the study to succeed. As the subject for the study is 
something that the respondents are in contact with almost every day, I also do believe that 
they feel the study is of importance and can be used to develop better communities, which has 
made them even more forthcoming. 
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3. Theory 
 
This chapter gives a foundation for the continued reasoning of the paper with a solid 
information base from the read literature. The chapter also discloses a definition of the term 
community as well as virtual community, and how experts suggest these congregations are 
built. The key aspects of the study are connected and explained by the theoretical frame. 
 

3.1 Definition of a Virtual Community 
 
What is a virtual community? There seems to be some confusion in regard to the usage of the 
term, or rather, terms. Many authors have given their definition of what virtual communities 
really are, and not surprisingly, the very many different views overlap one another, and some 
even contradict others. Hillery (1955) through Sveningsson, Lövheim and Bergquist (2003) 
claims there are 94 different scientific definitions of “community”, and this makes the term 
somewhat ambiguous. However, according to Holmström (2004), Hillery also found out that 
all these terms had something in common – they all included people.  
 
Community is a word with many meanings, and it is also used in many different fields of 
science. Sveningsson (2001) discusses the term, and claims that many scholars debate 
whether it is possible to determine if virtual communities exist, and if they even can be called 
communities. The problem is further established via Abercrombie (1988) through Preece 
(2000) who admits that “the term community is one of the most elusive and vague in 
sociology, and is by now largely without specific meaning” (2000, p. 175).  
 
However, there has been a long evolution of the term. In the beginning, communities were 
“defined by physical features such as size, location and the boundaries that confined them” 
(Preece, 2000, p. 14). In fact, the notion of community being defined by space is especially 
prominent, and Preece points out that this was perhaps more appropriate before the Industrial 
Revolution when society was very different from what we have today. Indeed, Kollock and 
Smith (1999) tell us that today we cannot use this definition to determine whether a group is a 
community or not, but that there must be other criteria.  
 
A criterion which is mentioned by many authors is the notion of a shared image. Anderson 
(1983/1991) through Sveningsson (2001) discusses “imagined communities”, which are 
essentially communities that are built upon shared ideas. Anderson also points out that we are 
all parts of at least one imagined community, when he indicates that nations are examples of 
imagined communities. Members of a nation might not meet all the other members of the 
same nation, but there is still a shared image of the community. This is also true for people 
who meet on the Internet in small groups – they generally share an image of the community 
they are a part of.  
 
A shared image might not be enough however, and Holmström (2004) mentions even more 
attributes that are commonly mentioned in the literature such as personal relationships, a 
companionship, shared goal and shared context. Rheingold is another commonly quoted 
author in the literature, and he describes virtual communities as “social aggregations that 
emerge from the Net when enough people carry on those public discussions long enough, with 
sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal relationships in cyberspace” (1998, 
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Introduction). Rheingold’s definition adds even more attributes, and so does Kim (2000), who 
points out that “a community can’t really exist without gathering places”.  
 
Some of these attributes are also mentioned by Gattiker, Perlusz, Bohmann and Mørck 
Sørensen (2001) who defines a social community by a) personal relationships making up a 
social network, b) simple and open access to the community for interested parties, c) personal 
meetings and understanding of each other, d) dialogue, feedback and shared experiences, and 
e) a common history. The authors then move on to give a definition of a virtual community as 
well, and they indicate that virtual communities might resemble social communities, but there 
are also traits of the virtual community which can contradict the ones of the social 
community. The traits for the virtual community are as follows: a) styles of imagining the 
community, based on interests, b) blurring of identity, based on speaking about friends who 
have never met in person, and c) interaction based on information transmitted and not on 
appearances. Preece (2000) simplifies further by just using four factors to build up her 
definition of a community: people, purpose, policies and computer systems.  
 
The definitions so far have had different aspects added to the image of a virtual community, 
but it is also hard to determine which one that sums up the term virtual community in an 
adequate way. Holmström (2004) points out that there are four perspectives for viewing 
communities: sociology, technology, virtual worlds and e-commerce. Each perspective 
emphasizes different things, and the above mentioned definitions can also be categorized into 
these perspectives. All perspectives are however not interesting for this study, and it will 
therefore mainly be concerned with the social and technical aspects. 
 
Holmström (2004) shows a model of a framework for understanding virtual communities in 
terms of the two aforementioned aspects, and this can be seen in figure 1. The social aspects 
are people, social interaction, common ties and shared area; whereas the technical aspects are 
web site, email system, electronic forum and chat. Holmström strongly emphasizes that 
virtual communities are phenomena that exist in between social and technical systems – in 
fact, these two aspects are “conceptually inseparable” (2004, p. 43).  
 
 

 
 
Figure 1. Framework for understanding virtual communities in terms of social and technical aspects from 
Holmström (2004). 
 
Holmström’s model shares features with the aspects that Preece (2000) believes builds up a 
community, which is shown in figure 2. Preece chooses to divide the concept of a virtual 
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community into two aspects: sociability and usability. Sociability is then divided into three 
components: purpose, people and policies; whereas usability is divided into the three 
components tasks, users and software.  
 
 

 
Figure 2. Virtual communities model after Preece (2000).  
 
In conclusion, we can come to a supposition regarding virtual communities. These groupings 
are made up of people, and it is the people who are the members of the community who will 
have the power to decide if the community is a community or not – there must be a sense of 
togetherness, as well as a shared image of what their community is like. This definition is 
what will be used throughout the paper whenever the term “virtual community” is used.  
 

3.2 Community and Membership 
 
After establishing what a virtual community is, we now turn to the role people play in 
community. As we noted before, people are a requirement for the very existence of 
communities, and Preece reinforces this with “people are the pulse of any community. 
Without them, there is no community” (2000, p. 82). The number of people in a community is 
also important for its success, and Preece calls this number critical mass. She explains it as 
“the number of people an online community needs to attract others” (2000, p. 171) and notes 
that it is also important for the activity within the community.  
 
There are four types of communities according to Kim (2000) and she categorizes them into 
categories according to what the members of the community have in common: 
 

1. geographic, defined by a physical location like a city or a region 
2. demographic, defined by age, gender, race or nationality 
3. topical, defined by shared interest, like a fan club, hobby group, or professional organization 
4. activity-based, defined by a shared activity, like shopping, investing, playing games, or making music 
(Kim, 2000, p. 5) 

 
This means that people are attracted to a community for different reasons, and therefore it is 
important to convey what the community is about from the start. Kim explains that the 
purpose of a community needs to be clearly defined from the start, and that the purpose needs 
to meet the needs of the members of the community. She also points out that like many other 
things in a community, the purpose might evolve over time and that it is important to 
encourage and reward the activities that advance the purpose of the community. 
The purpose of a community should be derived out of an unmet need of the members of the 
community according to Kim. She says that it is essentially about finding something unique 
that cannot be found elsewhere on the Internet, and then develop this need into a purpose.  
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But as a community designer you cannot just look to the members’ needs, you also have to 
consider the goals of the owners. Perhaps the designer of the community and the 
owner/runner/founder are the same person, but there are still matters to consider. Why are 
these people developing a community, and what do they expect to get out of it? How will they 
be involved in the community, and will they even be visible to the general public? It is 
imperative to find out what motivates the owners, and what they consider as success. Once 
more, we have to remember that these goals and motivations might change over time as so 
many other things in a process.  
 
Development is something that a community developer must have in mind, says Kim, and she 
also claims that it is better to start small, and then let the community grow organically over 
time. But, she also points out that even though you are starting small, you should still design 
the community and bear in mind that it might grow to be big. Therefore, the author suggests 
three basic underlying principles for the design: 1) design for growth and change; 2) create 
and maintain feedback loops; and 3) empower your members over time. 
 
The members are, as have been pointed out earlier, the pulse of the community, and they are 
also the ones to make or break the community. Therefore, it is important to get to know them, 
and know how to design with their needs in mind. Kim (2000) states that certain social 
patterns emerge again and again in communities, and that these patterns are the glue that 
keeps the community together. Therefore, it is important to recognize these and support them. 
A person joining a community will go through a process which Kim has named the 
membership life cycle, and this can be seen in figure 3.  
 
 

 
Figure 3. The membership life cycle after Kim (2000).  
 
The membership life cycle contains five key stages that members of a community will go 
through. They start out as a visitor, who just briefly come across the community and wonder 
what it is all about. Some may visit perhaps just once or twice, while others will return again 
and again. These people will then consider signing up for the community, and they will go 
through a kind of membership ritual to end up as novices in the community. It is important to 
make the novices feel welcome in the community as well as make sure that they know what is 
allowed within the community and what is not allowed.  
 
After some time in the community, the novices will then become regulars who are the heart 
and soul of a community. These are the members that hang around and keep the community 
alive. Some of these regulars might then go on to become leaders within the community. 
Often, this happens after training and a leadership ritual. Leaders are the official role-holders 
within a community, and they should also lead by good example. Finally, a long-time member 
or leader might become an elder within the community. Kim (2000) describes these people as 
respected members and sources of knowledge regarding the community and its lore. They are 
familiar with how things work, and have a sense for the community history, depth and soul. 
They are therefore ideal teachers and storytellers within the community. 
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In addition, it is also important to remember that time passes more quickly on the Internet 
says Kim (2000) and members might go through the membership lifecycle much more 
quickly than they would in the real world. Therefore, it is extremely important to think about 
these key stages which Kim (ibid.) also calls roles, and consider this cycle within the 
community. There are also some other archetypical roles that might be needed to be 
considered and Richard Bartle (1996) via Kim (2000) describes these as: 
 

• Achievers (a.k.a. Champions, Performers) care about being “the best” at something and enjoy showing 
off the tangible results of their success – whether it is a Heat tournament trophy, an Ultima Online 
professional title, or an eBay feedback score. 

• Explorers (a.k.a. Guides, Gurus) take pride in knowing everything there is to know about a system and 
enjoy being in a situation where their expertise is sought after and admired. 

• Socializers (a.k.a. Hosts, Greeters) are interested in people and relationships; they take pride in their 
circle of contacts and enjoy being at the center of the social scene. 

• Killers (a.k.a. Harassers, Dissidents or Brats) get their kicks by dominating a situation, imposing 
themselves on others, or breaking the rules – perhaps by spamming a message board, using racial slurs 
in a chat room, or taunting and killing newbies in a multiplayer game. 

(Kim, 2000, p. 132) 
 
It is of course also important to keep these types in mind when designing a community, 
especially when it comes to creating leadership roles as well as member appreciation. It is of 
course also important to look out for the fourth type, the killer, and make sure that you are 
prepared to deal with their games.  
 
The membership life cycle and other roles within the community are all important to consider, 
but it is also interesting to consider what sense of community is present within a community. 
Sveningsson (2001) describes a sense of community expressed as through “shared outlooks 
and perspectives, as well as through communicative styles, values, ideals and norms of 
behavior” (2001, p. 15). But there are also other indicators of sense of community, and 
Sveningsson mentions for instance gossip as an important marker of how strong a community 
really is.  
 
Sveningsson also shows that communicative style is a group marker. The style of 
communication illustrates that the members of the community share the same perspective, and 
with that the same language and values. It also means that they share the same experiences in 
some sense. This can for instance be seen in the communities of the study where terms such 
as IC, OOC, avatar and RP are terms which perhaps are not understood outside the 
community, and can therefore be described as jargon that has been developed inside the 
community. The communicative style can also be used to single out a newbie, Sveningsson 
continues. The shared language as well as the shared perspective can prove to be quite 
daunting for a person who has just arrived in the community, although Sveningsson also 
continues that language and communicative style is common property for anyone willing to 
learn it.  
 
Sveningsson (2001) also points out that the aforementioned sense of community can be used 
as a way of distinguishing an outsider from the insiders of the community. This can be 
described as the feeling of belonging to a clan or gang – something that can be very obvious 
in for instance online gaming communities where players can band together and create a clan 
or a guild.  
 
Finally, it is also important to remember that there might be worlds within worlds in a 
community. Kim (2000) describes these as sub-groups, and essentially says that sub-groups 
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are pretty much built up like a community. She also points out that sub-groups are good for 
the community, since they strengthen the community with their even more personal 
relationships. We can for instance see this in community 2 where each chat room basically is 
a sub-community under the bigger community.  
 
Kim shows that it is important to take care of these sub-groups and work them into the 
overlaying design of the community. It is perhaps not wise to start sub-groups right from the 
start, but to let them evolve as the community develops. The author especially points out that 
these sub-groups must feel like they are a part of the main community and while still retaining 
their own identity. She also says that it is a chief concern of the main community to provide 
the right tools and support for the emerging groups, and also says that the allowance of sub-
groups give members an even stronger sense of belonging and of being an insider.  
 

3.3 Activity 
 
The sense of being an insider in the community has a lot to do with the activity of a 
community. Sveningsson (2001) describes this sense as something stemming from a) how 
long the person has been a user/member; b) how often the person goes online; and c) the 
relationship with other users/members. The category mentioned last can also be called a sense 
of community, which has been brought up in the previous section, and therefore we here focus 
on the two previous categories.  
 
Experience or how long a person has been a member is one of the most important indicators, 
and it is also something that a person might brag about within the community, says 
Sveningsson (2001). A member with a long-time membership will of course have a higher 
status in the community than a newbie who just signed up. Frequency, or how often the 
person goes online, is another indicator. In fact, it is not considered strange to be very 
dependent of the community. The author says that this only shows that the user is interested in 
spending a lot of time in the community, and this can be seen as a sign of commitment.  
 
Sharing is an important issue that is mentioned perhaps only briefly in the literature, but it is 
something that many of the informants mentions when it comes to their activity in the 
community. They share their resources in the case of community 1, but also their knowledge. 
To be able to share resources, knowledge and personal thoughts within the community, there 
has to be a level of trust and this is further expanded upon in the section Trust and Security.  
 
The notion of sharing is also tied in with the concept of reciprocity, or as Wellman and Gulia 
puts it: “it is a general norm of community that whatever is given ought to be repaid, if only to 
ensure that more is available when needed” (1999, p. 177). Preece (2000) explains this with 
the fact that online you can be anonymous (and leave without a trace) and therefore might feel 
the temptation to just take from a community without giving back. She also explains that there 
is another event that reminds of this, and that is called lurking. Lurkers sit in a community, 
and get a sense of it, but they do not contribute to the community themselves. It is a common 
phenomenon, and some people even feel threatened or uncomfortable by this, says Preece. 
However, this is generally how many members of a community start out, as we can note in the 
answers from the informants who participated in the study as well as in the membership cycle 
which was described under Community and Membership. 
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Other activities that might take place in a community are what Kim (2000) calls events. The 
author explains that a sense of belonging to the community will be further enhanced with 
participating in various events. Therefore, she says that it is important to make sure to have 
some sort of events in the community, and further enhance the feeling of community. Events 
also help the community by building more relationships between the members, and this is an 
important factor, as relationships are the glue that keeps the community together. Essentially, 
Kim says that there are three types of events: meetings, performances and competitions. Each 
event differs slightly from the other when it comes to structure, planning and results. These 
events should of course be carefully planned, and made sure to reflect on purpose on the 
community. Kim also points out that it is extremely important to listen to feedback from 
members after the event, and do a proper follow-up on the results and discussions taking 
place. 
 
To be able to do follow-ups, you will need places where these can be posted, but also places 
where your members will gather. Kim (2000) therefore quite simply calls these spots 
gathering places. In fact, she claims that a community cannot exist without gathering places, 
and this of course ties in with the earlier definition of virtual communities – a community 
would not be in existence without social interaction. The author further expands on this by 
saying that building a community is more than delivering content to a group – it is about 
members getting to know each other and building relationships. 
 
Gathering places can look very different, depending on the community and its purpose, but a 
good community builder also considers the members’ needs. For instance, gathering places 
can be a mailing list, a message board or a chat room. But Kim also explains that you will 
need to do more than just create these places, in fact, you will need to organize them and 
make sure that they follow the same set-up as the rest of the community.  
 

3.4 Member influence 
 
Kim (2000) explains that running a virtual community is a constant balance act between what 
the leaders envision for the community and what members need. The author thus says that it is 
extremely important to see to what the members have to say as this will give them a sense of 
ownership and pride regarding how the community developed after their input. But Kim also 
says that it is not only important to listen to what the members say, it is also important to look 
at what they actually do in the community. The author makes a difference between these two 
kinds of feedback: conversational feedback and behavioural feedback. 
 
Conversational feedback can come from many different sources such as email, message 
boards and polls. Email is perhaps the easiest way to get feedback with links that can be 
placed out in the community, and it is also essential that the management of the community 
lets the members know that their comments are welcome. Kim (2000) also suggests that 
different kinds of feedback are perhaps sent to different addresses, such as complaints, wish 
list for new features and requests.  
 
Message boards are another way of generating feedback, and a somewhat more public one. 
Here Kim recommends that the community leaders post regularly, so that the members of the 
community knows that the posts made are being read and taken into consideration. The author 
emphasizes on the fact that it is extremely important for a member to know that they are being 
listened to when they express an opinion, and not just ignored by the leaders of the 
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community. In fact, Kim points out that it is a good idea to let the members know what kind 
of response they can expect from the leaders of the community when they send in feedback. 
In a busy community, it is perhaps not possible to respond to every message and email, but it 
is perhaps feasible to at least read them all – and then this should be stated right from the start.  
 
It can also be useful to keep track of what the members do in your community for feedback 
purposes. For instance, Kim mentions some standard things that can bee good to keep track 
of:  
 

• Impressions – unique visitors who has viewed a page or topic. 
• Time spent on the site – average amount of time visitors spent logged into certain areas of the 

community. 
• Traffic – number of posts made to various topics on the message board. 
• Attendance – number of attending people at an event. 
(Kim, 2000, p. 69) 

 
The feedback can gathered from different venues, but it also needs to be interpreted by the 
management of the community. There can be a lot of information to manage and interpret, 
and it is not always easy to distinguish between valid complaints and an angry message from 
a malevolent troublemaker. Therefore, Kim also suggests a few things when it comes to 
handling the received feedback.  
 
First of all, it is vital to establish expectations which you can meet for responding to feedback, 
as has been mentioned above. Who will read the messages sent in, and can the members 
expect a reply in return? Secondly, it is important to look for patterns in the feedback 
received. Kim says “often, the community will react negatively at first to changes in the 
interface or the rules” (2000, p. 231). This is something we can make note of in the material 
gathered from community 1, where the software for one of the forums was completely 
changed, and many of the informants responded negatively regarding this change. Kim (ibid.) 
recommends giving the issue some time to settle in with the members, and if negative 
feedback is still received after this time, then it might be good to consider some change again. 
 
Finally, it is also imperative to communicate the reasoning about changes in for instance 
policy and interface. By explaining the reasoning behind policies and decisions, you will calm 
some of the concerns that are likely to arise regarding these matters. This can also be aided by 
asking the leaders of the community to actively take part of the discussions in the community.  
 

3.5 Trust and Security 
 
Trust is an issue that is common within online communities. Relationships can only be built 
out of trust, and Preece even says “most interactions among people or organizations involve 
some level of trust” (2000, p. 191). She also explains that with a rising level of risk, the level 
of trust needed is also raised, and this is something that is important when it comes to creating 
a successful virtual community. Preece continues with claiming that online trust is also a very 
dichotomous concept and this because people might feel freer to give out personal details but 
at the same time feel less comfortable with the lack of contact. Kim (2000) says that it might 
be harder to hold a person accountable for their actions online, and without accountability you 
cannot build trust. Online trust is cultivated by past interactions with a person, or the 
reputation this person has earned in the community. As Preece puts it, “trust is not granted 
outright, it must be earned” (2000, p. 192). Gattiker et al says “trusting other members also 
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enables a person to feel comfortable sharing ideas and private matters with others and asking 
them for advice, input or comments” (2001, p. 173).  
 
In other words, trust online is very important when you are building a community, and it is 
not only about the members trusting each other, but also about the trust the members of the 
community have for the management of the community. The members of the community need 
to know that the management will not use their personal information without their consent, as 
Kim (2000) puts it. This can be clarified by having clear-cut privacy policies in the 
community, and then trust can be earned by keeping the promises made in these policies.  
 
Privacy policies are one aspect that can help developing trust, but there are also other factors. 
Trust in online communities can be built with helping members to establish their identity in 
member profiles, says Kim (2000). With a member profile, you get context as well as 
accountability since profiles generally show both reputation and tracking of the latest actions 
of the member in the community. Though, Kim also points out that member profiles need to 
be constantly developed to be of help in the community and therefore it is important to keep 
track of the information that is useful such as length of membership, official roles within the 
community and awards won. After all, it is by active participation that members build up their 
reputations. 
 
We can sum up these thoughts about trust in a model by Shneiderman (2000) via Preece 
(2000), who suggests a model for building up trust in e-commerce circumstances. The model 
can also be used for communities, and it has three components: 1) clarify the context in which 
negotiations or interactions are to occur; 2) make clear and truthful commitments; and 3) 
recognize that trust involves taking a risk, though doing so is based on a good reputation of 
quality and reliability (2000, pp. 193 – 194).  
 
Reciprocity was brought up under Activity, but it also belongs together with the concept of 
trust and security. Rheingold (1998) remarks that alike real life, reciprocity between people is 
needed for the community to survive. Members need to have their needs fulfilled, but to just 
take and not give back will damage the community in the end. Therefore, it is important to 
encourage trust and reciprocity between the members in a community in order for it to 
survive.  
 

3.6 Policies 
 
Communities need to set up ground rules, and these rules need to be explicit. Preece (2000) 
explains that governance or policies can make or break a community. Too much, and the 
community will feel over policed; too little, and the community will groan under the weight 
of inflamed debates and spam. Kim (2000) says that the rules in place should further enforce 
the purpose of the community and they also need to mark the limits between the community 
and Internet. She also deems it important to showcase the members and leaders who embody 
what the community is all about – i.e. once more, to show off the community role models.  
 
Most importantly, Kim points out that rules need to be regularly updated. She shows this in a 
model called the Etiquette Cycle, as seen in figure 4. The etiquette rules need to be created 
and then enforced in the community. Finally, they need to be continually updated and evolved 
to match the growth of the community. Kim especially emphasizes that this is an on-going 
cycle, and that it needs to be considered early on in the development of an online community.  
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Figure 4. The etiquette cycle according to Kim (2000).  
 
Community policies can be worded in different styles. Some communities have clear-cut, 
explicit documents that outline every aspect of community lives, whereas other communities 
have much less formal guidelines. Preece (2000) points out that these documents or policies 
can have a great influence on the community and its joining members. Kim (2000) agrees 
with this, and she also says that there are two types of basic legal documents – terms of use 
and terms of service. Terms of use can also be called a user agreement, and it contains the text 
regarding the rights and responsibilities for anyone who uses the website. Terms of service 
also goes by the name of member agreement, and this document contains addresses the rights 
and responsibilities of the members of the website – or rather, as Kim puts it – “anyone who 
receives an ongoing service through the community” (2000, p. 207).  
 
The member agreement should also contain some key issues according to Kim (2000) – 
liability, warranty, censorship and illegal activity. Liability includes a statement about who is 
responsible for posted content – the community or the member. Are the members responsible 
for their words, or is it the community? Warranty defines how the content from staff should 
be interpreted. Kim shows that some communities “state that any information found within 
the site be taken under advisement, and that the community management is not responsible for 
any actions that result from this information” (2000, p. 209). Censorship should contain 
information regarding the management’s right to edit and/or remove content in the 
community. Kim also states that there should be a method for reporting objectionable material 
for the community members. Finally there should be some coverage regarding illegal activity 
such as copyright violation, child pornography and so on. The agreement should state that 
these activities are forbidden, and also what happens if a situation regarding these activities 
should occur. 
 
A community can also develop behavioural guidelines which should be included in a separate 
document. These guidelines summarize the social standards of the community, and they can 
also be called a Netiquette which is what Preece calls “the recommended codes of Internet 
practice” (2000, p. 1000). Such a document can have many names: Code of Conduct, 
Netiquette, Community Rules, Member Guidelines and so on. Kim (2000) states that three 
basic areas should be addressed in this document: legal issues, social issues and support 
issues. The legal issues concern copyright violations, illegal activities and the ownership of 
content that members have written. This information might have been expressed in for 
instance the member agreement, but Kim explains that it is helpful to have it stated in more 
than one document. It is however vital to make sure that both statements are consistent. 
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Social issues consider issues like swearing, spamming, or impersonating a staff member. This 
document is essentially there to tell the members what behaviour is not allowed in the 
community, but also which behaviours that are encouraged and awarded. Finally, support 
issues concern how to use the tools of the community and where to go for assistance. A good 
example of a support issues document is a FAQ. 
 
FAQ or Frequently Asked Questions is a document that might be of assistance for the 
members of the community. If you are receiving feedback from the community, there will be 
some questions that arise repeatedly, and then a FAQ document is a way of quickly answering 
the questions of both members and newcomers. This document is something that will likely 
evolve as the community grows. They should therefore be easy to maintain and update 
according to Kim (2000).  
 
Once the policies have been created, it is up to the leaders and staff of the community to 
enforce them. It is simply as Kim puts it: “these rules won’t mean anything unless you enforce 
them” (2000, p. 217). She continues with saying that trust is simply built on keeping promises 
– and the documents regarding guidelines and policies are just that – promises made about 
how things will be in the community.  
 
The policies will likely be enforced by the trained leaders of the community, who will also 
have their own set of rules and guidelines concerning their job in the community – this is 
discussed further in the section Leaders. The leaders should however know how to use the 
tools you have provided for them in the community as well as what steps to take when it 
comes to rule breakers. If there is a chain of command in place, the leaders ought to know 
who to turn to when things get out of hand and they cannot handle the situation on their own.  
 
If there are policies, there will likely be people who will break them, and then there has to be 
consequences in return. There is a wide range of consequences that can be imposed on 
members by leaders according to Kim: 
 

• Restrict participation – gag in a chat room, freeze a player in a game. 
• Restrict entry to space – ban a member from a chat room or a game. 
• Remove persistent content – web pages, posts on a forum, uploaded files. 
• Prevent entrance to the community for a length of time 
• Take legal action – prosecute for harassment, fraud or copyright violation. 
(Kim, 2000, pp. 223 – 224) 

 
Of course, these consequences should not be applied haphazardly, and whoever imposes the 
consequences should also be well equipped to handle this responsibility. The more severe 
consequence, the more proven and respected should the leader be. There is no quicker way to 
destroy trust, says Kim (2000), than by having a leader who imposes consequences and does 
not play fair. You might not want to make all the consequences public, but it is generally a 
good idea to at least give a few examples publicly of what might occur when rules are broken.  
 
Finally, it is extremely important according to Kim (2000) to show the positive role models. 
The leaders are of course the people who will end up in the spotlight a lot, and therefore it is 
essential that these people know the rules by heart, and act according to them. The higher up 
in the hierarchy the leader is, the more important this applies that they are good role models.  
 
The final step in the etiquette cycle is to evolve the rules set in place, as we have seen above 
in figure 4. As the community grows, the rules might need to be updated and added to. Again, 
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the importance of feedback is something that cannot be mentioned enough. The feedback will 
not only come from the members via the channels mentioned in the section of Member 
Influence, but also from leaders. Kim (2000) explains that leaders are crucial to listen to. They 
are after all the people who are standing in the front lines, and who are applying the rules. If 
they say that something is not working, then it is time to consider a change.  
 

3.7 Communication 
 
Falkheimer (2001) says that the communication process contains a few components that have 
to be present in order for communication to take place, and this is shown in figure 5.  
 

 
Figure 5. A simple model of the communication process according to Falkheimer (2001).  
 
The sender sends his or her message via a medium, and the message is then received by the 
receiver. Another part of this process is the feedback the receiver then gives in return which is 
shown by the arrow in the lower part of the figure. Feedback can be more or less strong, and 
for instance, the feedback is weak in mass media such as TV and newspapers but it is stronger 
in the new information technology. Falkheimer (2001) also points out that all communication 
takes place in a context. Hård af Segerstad (2002) defines communication as a social process 
which includes human interaction. Information is a social artifact, which means that it is 
information which is exchanged between people in a communication act.  
 
Internet is a hybrid medium which has been mentioned before under the chapter concerning 
Method. Internet combines characteristics that are shared with earlier media such as TV, 
newspaper and telephone; but Internet also combines these various styles of communication. 
Sveningsson et al (2003) explains it by saying that earlier we had to go from one medium to 
the other, but when we are seated in front of the computer we have access to several of the 
media and we can also easily move between them. This is of course important to note when 
creating a community and setting up the communication channels. Communication channels 
in a community can range from message board to mailing list to chat room. Kim (2000) calls 
these gathering places, and they have been discussed under Activity, but they can also be 
mentioned here. Of course, as has been mentioned earlier, a community can have more than 
one channel or gathering place. The gathering places often have rules regarding what is 
allowed to be posted, and this should covered in the policies set up for the community. 
However, Whittaker, Terveen, Hill & Cherny (1998) via Preece (2000) show that off-topic 
posts rather have a positive impact on the discussions, and therefore, a community should not 
be too hard on keeping the discussions on-topic. 
 
The communication in a community can have different senders and receivers. The sender can 
be the management sending out a site wide message, or the management can contact one 
single member. Members can also be sending message on a one-to-one basis, or reach the 
community via forum post. According to Hård af Segerstad (2002), a working communication 
in an organization is essential for the members to develop good relationships, and according 
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to Kim (2000), good relationships is what will keep the community alive. Kim also shows that 
one of the most powerful actions a founder can do is to communicate regularly with the 
community, which gives the members a sense of security as well as a sense of family.  
 

3.8 Leaders 
 
Leaders are very important even in online communities, and it is important to remember this 
when creating a community. Leaders will be role models for others, and they will have a huge 
impact on how the community develops. There is however no right way to set up leadership 
according to Kim (2000), but she recommends starting small. She indicates that a small 
community will fare better with a strong foundation, i.e. few leaders that are visible and 
accessible. Above everything, leaders in a community need to lead by example, and therefore, 
Kim also says that it is extremely important to set up a strong leadership program right from 
the start. She points out that leaders work more effectively if they have the appropriate 
training, tools and support within the community. Preece (2000) however remarks “most 
moderators are self-taught or have learned by observing others on the job” (2000, p. 85). 
 
Kim (2000) shows a model of leadership in a community, and this is shown in figure 6. Here 
we can see that leaders in a community often start out as regulars who are enthusiastic about 
the community, and who want to help out with the daily work of the community. They can 
then be selected for a leadership program, and initiated in a leadership ritual to later become 
volunteer leaders. At this stage there are also contractors, who are leaders who are paid for the 
work they do in the community, but are not working full-time. The top of the pyramid 
contains staff, which according to Kim are “official leaders who are employed full-time and 
receive benefits such as stock options, health coverage, and paid vacations” (2000, p. 161).  
 

 
Figure 6. The leadership pyramid according to Kim (2000).  
 
Granted, not all communities will have paid leaders on their staff, though Kim (2000) 
emphasizes that this is a good idea. She especially mentions two problems that might arise 
with volunteer leaders in a community: 1) they might feel unappreciated and might voice this 
within the community; and 2) they might be doing jobs that might be better handled by actual 
employees. This can be a tricky situation, especially if the community is more or less run 
entirely by volunteers which we will find is the case with the two communities in the study. 
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Leaders can have many different roles and titles within a community, and few communities 
are built up according to the same model. However, some roles seem to emerge on a regular 
basis, and some of the roles are also combined in communities. This depends on how the 
community is built up, and what needs the community might have.  
 
Role 
 

Responsibility Tasks 

Host Facilitate the core activities Stimulate conversations 
Answer activity-related questions 

Editor Evaluate content Select content to highlight 
Mark inappropriate content for 
possible removal 

Cops Remove people/content that violate 
community standards 

Judge and remove content 
Ban a member from the system for 
a particular length of time 

Events coordinator Plan and run events Coordinate time, place and 
participants in an event 
Promote event 
Host the event 

Support Answer questions about the system Answer technical or social 
questions 
Request changes or upgrades to the 
system 
Update FAQ list 

Mediator Settles disputes Settle disputes between members, 
maybe even between members and 
staff 

Manager Evaluate and support leaders Collect and read leaders’ weekly 
reports 
Hold group meetings 
Recommend leaders for 
commendation 
Discipline or remove misbehaving 
leaders 

Director Create and maintain the leader 
program 

Define roles and responsibilities of 
leader positions 
Create and update leader 
documents 
Make policy changes as needed 
Keep leadership positions staffed 

Table 2. Leadership roles after Kim (2000). Mediator role after Preece (2000). 
 
Table 2 shows that there is a hierarchy within the leaders in a community, and it is also 
important to maintain a clear chain of command. This way all leaders know what they are 
responsible for, and they also know who to turn to for help. Kim (2000) additionally says that 
in the end a community ultimately needs someone in charge. This person should be available 
to take care of crises and they should be authorized to solve problems that might occur. Above 
everything, the person in charge needs to be someone who is respected in the community, and 
also, visible within the community. Kim calls this position community manager, and this 
person is responsible for keeping the community running smoothly.  
 
As has been mentioned above, most leaders in a community are actually volunteers who 
receive little or no training at all. Kim however points out the fact that official leaders get 
more effective when they have training as well as support from the management of the 
community. She recommends setting up a training program for leaders in the community, and 
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points out that in the beginning it might be better to hand pick the candidates for the program 
while later on an application process can be developed.  
 
The training of leaders is essentially about teaching them how to perform their roles says Kim 
(2000), but it is also about developing a sense in the community that leaders are considered 
consistent and fair. The training will likely look different depending on the community it is 
developed for. In a small community, the training can be informal and direct, especially if the 
documents and policies that have been set up are clear and concise. Other examples of 
training are sessions of chatting with questions and answers, roleplaying difficult situations 
and formal classes with written exams. Kim also points out that a good program cannot be 
built right from the start; it takes some time to get all the processes to work properly.  
 
Kim (2000) also suggests the introduction of a Leadership Manual in the community. This is 
described as a set of guidelines for leaders which then ensures that everyone follows the same 
standards. Preece (2000) claims that “to protect moderators from criticism, most online 
communities make their moderation rules public”, and which is a way to show the community 
what is expected of the moderators. The manual should also give a description of the 
behaviour which is considered acceptable, but also how to handle situations with unwanted 
behaviour. This will hopefully reduce the need for training, as the leaders can access the 
manual and read what is allowed and not. The manual is also a way of making the leaders 
appear united, as they are all referring back to the same document.  
 
Kim (ibid.) also suggests further additions of documents for the Leadership Manual. She 
continues with proposing a clear description of the community values along with the style of 
leadership that is recommended for the community. This can be seen as a sort of code of 
conduct for the leaders, in which it is mentioned what behaviours will be considered grounds 
for dismissal. A FAQ for leaders could also be a part of the manual in which common 
situations can be described, along with suggestions for how to handle these situations 
appropriately. Finally, there should also be descriptions, instructions and tip sheets for any 
tools developed for leaders as well as system commands that might be needed. Once more, we 
can emphasize the question of growth, and this also applies to the Leadership Manual. As the 
community grows, so will the list of roles for leaders, and then the manual will need 
additional guidelines and information to reflect upon it.  
 
Once the leaders have been trained and put to work, it is of course important to keep in touch 
with them, and create feedback loops not only between leaders and the management, but also 
in the opposite direction. Leaders should report back once a week, Kim (2000) claims, and 
this is of course to keep track of what the leader does as well as what happens in the 
community. But it is not just important to keep track of what the leaders do, but also to keep 
them informed of what is going on higher up. A good leader is an informed leader, as Kim 
puts it.  
 
But what happens if a leader is not a good leader any more? Some leaders might after all go 
wrong, and then it is significant to remember that the punishment should fit the crime. This 
should have been outlined in the code of conduct in the Leadership Manual, and the leaders 
should be aware of what might happen. Kim (2000) explains that it is also important for the 
community manager to deal with a situation swiftly as well as publicly. It is more effective to 
be upfront and honest about mistakes, and to inform the public of what has taken place and 
apologize to the community for the lapse in service with the erring leader. And finally, by 
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reprimanding the leader publicly, the management shows that actions have consequences in 
the community.    
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4. Result and Analysis 
 
This chapter gives the results of the various parts of the study conducted, as well as the 
analysis of said results. Finally, I also compare the results from the study, and try to find if 
there are any differences between the views of the leaders and members in the communities. 
As have been pointed out before, neither of the communities are named, and nor are any of 
the respondents. This has been done to ensure confidentiality as well as anonymity in the 
study.  
 
The communities are then introduced one at the time, and the material gathered from each 
community is then presented – interviews, questionnaire and observations. In connection with 
the results, the analysis is presented, and I have chosen to merge a few of the themes 
(Community and Membership, Activity, Trust and Security, and Communication) into one 
section, Time Spent in the Community, to give a better and more comprehensible overview of 
the results.  
 

4.1 Community 1 
 
Community 1 is a community is focused on graphics, design and learning. It has been in 
existence since around 1998, and the main purpose of the site is “to empower its users to 
learn and explore the world of online graphics design whilst having fun on the way”. The 
community consists of several elements - main forum, novice forum, chat room, and website. 
These elements in turn consist of several subparts. 
 
The main focus is on the main forum, where also much of the community activity takes place. 
On the forum, activities such as graphics requests, contests and auctions are held along with 
the general discussions taking place. It is an active forum, and there are around 700 users 
registered. The majority of the members of the community appear to be women, and the 
members are also spread out over the world with a majority being from the US.  
 
There are no guidelines posted on the forum regarding behaviour or netiquette, at least not 
publicly. The only policy which appears to be in place regards copyright and the community 
also expressly discourages using images without the copyright owner’s permission. However, 
the community also states that it is here to promote designing and learning graphic design and 
that it is a no-profit making community considering the images used or shown therein.  
 
The contests are generally very popular and run biweekly or monthly. They focus on creating 
graphics or photo manipulation, and where contestant quite simply downloads the picture 
provided or reads the instruction for the contest.  They post their results on the forum, under 
the contest thread. Each contest is judged by anonymous judges, who often leave a small 
explanation to why the winners were chosen. There does not appear to be any specific 
guidelines considering the judging available to the public.  
 
The software used in the forum is a licensed one, and it was recently changed over from a 
free-of-charge software. The software for the old and new forum differed quite a lot in layout, 
and so there has been a lot of debate going on in the forum considering this change. Quite a 
lot of members complained about the change and did not like the new software which has a 
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different setup than the old one. Some of these members have gone from active to less so, 
since they do not care to learn new software.  
 
The novice forum is separated from the main forum, and is also still hosted on a free-of-
charge software board. It is run by a team of community members with experience in making 
digital graphics. Anyone can sign up to be a part of the novice program, and then access the 
lessons written for the program. Designers with some experience can sign up to become 
mentors for these novices, and guide them through the novice program. The novice forum is 
very popular – in fact there are even more members at the forum (ca 750) than at the main 
forum. However, a point should be made that not all members are active. At the novice forum 
there is a great deal of lurkers who never contribute or post at the forum. There is also a great 
deal of members who are no longer active. 
 
The community chat room is not hosted at the website, but at a chat site. However, the chat 
room does follow the graphic layout of the website and the community in general. The entry 
gives some quick links within the community for someone who might have stumbled into the 
hat room. The chat room hosts events, such as painting contests and graphics auctions. Since 
the chat room is hosted at another completely different site, there have also been a lot of 
hiccups in the services that the community management can do little or nothing about. For 
instance, the chat room might go down in the middle of an auction, and cause a lot of 
problems for the people running the event.  
 
The website is neat and simple, and has a navigation menu to the right in the screen. The links 
are easy to follow, and grouped appropriately. Here you can find links to the forums and the 
galleries of the site, as well as a link to the hosting section where community members can 
log into their own accounts. The purpose of the community is clearly stated in the 
introduction, but there does not appear to be any policies or guidelines for how to behave 
within the community. The only policy that is mentioned on the website is the aforementioned 
policy concerning copyright.  
 
The website also states that the community is completely free of charge, but also that 
“because the site continues to grow and develop, the running costs also continue to grow, and 
this requires us to note that any users who wish to make a small contribution, are encouraged 
to do so” and in return, the contributors will receive certain perks such as for example 
downloads, web hosting, email accounts and so forth.  

4.1.1 Observation Inside the Community 
 
Community 1 was one of the first communities that were centred on digital graphics and 
avatars for use in chat rooms, and it has been somewhat of a mould for other communities 
centred on the same theme. The community was founded and run by the same owner as it has 
now, even though she has been somewhat less active at times when her RT has picked up. It 
was started up as a gathering of friends, which respondent D pointed out during the interview 
– she was invited by the owner herself when the community started. Therefore, relationships 
have played an essential role in the community. 
 
All relationships have not been positive, however. I have been contacted by people who have 
left the community because of the owner, and who have felt that she has been biased in some 
matters. There have been instances of banning people from the community with no public 
explanation, and the same goes for editing or deleting of posts. It is also not clear who runs 
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the community. There appears to be a senior administration when you look at the webpage 
which presents the community staff, and in this group you will of course also find the site 
owner. The next group of staff is presented as “Forum coordinators and other staff” and lastly 
there is a group called “Other staff”. The relationship between the various groups of “Other 
staff” is not established, though the chain of command is clear – the senior administration is at 
the top of the chain. The senior administration keeps in touch with the community with a few 
announcements made every month. Most often these are made either by respondent E who is 
the owner/founder of the community, or another member of the senior administration.  
 
Currently, the community appears to be run democratically, but this has not always been the 
case. The site owner has been the one with the final say, and it has occurred that she has run 
over other members of senior administration. This can give a somewhat shattered image to the 
community, and the decisions made are seldom explained publicly. The same thing goes for 
editing/deleting posts and bans. The lack of explanation may have lead to a lesser trust within 
the community, and also, a lesser sense of family and community. This seems to have been 
the case with some of the respondents in the questionnaire, who are no longer as active within 
the community as they once were.  
 
There is a contact page on the website, and here a couple of email addresses are listed. The 
email address of the site owner is listed, and then various contests and parts of the community 
have their own email address. The email addresses give a hint of where you are supposed to 
send different things, but it is not clearly worded where you for instance are supposed to send 
complaints or suggestions for content in the community.  
 
When looking at the community, I have found that it is a rather close-knit group which allows 
outsiders to gain access, and they do so generally by entering via the novice program. In other 
words, they start in the community by learning the art of creating digital graphics and then 
move on to the main community. By starting in the novice program, they learn the lingo of the 
main community, and they also start their membership on a smaller scale.  
 
The interviews made in the community have been rather interesting. It appears as if the 
informants from this community have been less worried about me knowing other people, and 
they have therefore spoken up much more freely than the respondents from community 2. It is 
a mix of old and new members in the informants, and yet their answers differ quite a lot. I do 
believe this is a sign that they have spoken their honest opinions regarding the community.  

4.1.2 Presentation of the Interviewees and the Data Collection 
 
Respondent A is an active member of the community, and has been a member for about a 
year. That is, an active member, since she had been lurking in the community for five months 
before finally actively participating. She is now a coordinator for a few of the contests 
running on the forum, and she also oversees one of the weekly events which take place in the 
chat room.  
 
Respondent B is an active member of the community, and she has been a member for 
approximately eight months. Like respondent A, she first lurked before joining the 
community. She oversees the calendar feature, participates on the main forum and is also an 
active member of the novice program.  
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Respondent C is an active member of the community, and also a mentor at the novice forum. 
She generally participates in the games and contests going on at the main forum. 
 
Respondent D is an active member of the community, and she has also been a member from 
the start of the community. She runs a section of the main forum, and is also involved in 
judging contests and games.  
 
Respondent E is the owner and administrator of the community, and she is also who started 
up the community in the beginning. The community has been around for approximately six 
years, and she has always been the owner of it, though there have been periods when she has 
been less active in the actual running of the community.  
 
I have also gathered material from posting a simple questionnaire at the forum in the 
community. This data will be presented after the material gathered from the respondents.  

4.1.3 Time Spent in the Community 
 
Interviews 
 
Respondent A describes the community as a place where people gather around the purpose of 
learning more about graphics – this is at least what she has been told by others. She does think 
that it is more than just about learning, since it has grown to involve graphical contests and 
other things to do. She continues with portraying the community as a place where you can 
share your graphical talent, and that it is a place where “you can take as little as you want or 
dive right in and get a mouthful of fun”.  
 
Respondent A started on the novice forum, and her main reason for joining the community 
was her desire to learn more about graphical design. She joined the novice program, and then 
things just progressed from there. In fact, the things she has learnt here with the community is 
something she would like to bring with her into real time. She finds communication on the 
forum easy enough, even though the new software was daunting in the beginning. She also 
feels that some of the rules and guidelines could be phrased a little less fuzzily. 
 
A also thinks that there sometimes is a sense of community, and she explains this as 
something that can be found in any large group – sometimes there are people who feel left 
out. She does however think that the sense of community is very important, and it is also vital 
to her. She is conscious of what is going on in the community, and tries to communicate if 
there are problems occurring. She concludes with “it may not be for everybody, but I’ve made 
a lot of friends and the whole sense of belonging.. it makes me feel good”.  
 
Respondent A visits the community several times a day, and she also spends a couple of hours 
in there. The time spent generally depends on what she is doing, as she is responsible for a 
few activities that take place in the community. A says that this community is the most visited 
site on her list, and that she spends time both at the main forum as well as on the novice one. 
She enjoys sharing her knowledge, and does that whenever she can. She simply wants to give 
back some of the things she herself has learnt from her time in the community. 
Answerer A claims that she trusts the community, but she also says that she does not trust all 
the members of the community 
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A says that there are debates in the community, and that she generally tries to stay out of 
them. She says: “I think sometimes people just misunderstand each other .. but then there are 
times others are down right rude”, and points out that some of the more heated topics have 
been on that of change. It appears that some of the members have been very much against 
change, and A thinks that some of the debating could have been prevented by more careful 
wording in posts as well as attitudes when it comes to debating. She says: “people come off as 
‘its how it is and nothing is going to change that’… if they explain more the reasons why ... 
and don’t get a chip on their shoulder before they start ... and don’t get offended if people 
disagree” and concludes with “people should think before they speak”.  
 
Respondent B depicts the community as a growing community filled with people who are 
working towards the goal of not only improving their own graphical skills, but also to help 
each other grown as people as well. She describes this community like a small family, where 
there may be disputes, but these are kept in private – which she also thinks is good. She 
compares this community to another one that she is a member of, where there is a lot of 
fighting going on in the open, and she thinks that this reflects badly on the community as a 
whole. 
 
B started out as a lurker, who used the community for a place to gather ideas and inspiration, 
but who later found the novice area, and signed up there to learn more. B has not been able to 
figure out the whole site and how it works, but she enjoys what she is doing. Her very reason 
for being here is that the lessons in the novice area are for free, and that in real life, she would 
not have the money to join a course at the university. This is something that she feels is very 
significant for her being here.  
 
Respondent B admits that she visits the community every hour and a half at least, and claims 
that it is a bit too often. She also points out that she suffers from a mild case of OCD 
(obsessive-compulsive disorder) which might cause her to visit often just to make sure that 
she has read everything. She spends a lot of time on the forums, both at the main forum as 
well as the novice one. B tries to share what she knows, but she is somewhat shy about doing 
so, and often chooses the feature of private messages to communicate her knowledge. She 
feels a bit shy about sharing things out in the open, but she does what she can to help at the 
same time. B is a little hesitant about trusting the community. She however says that this is 
something that has to do with her personality rather than the community. She says that as a 
whole, the community has been helpful and kind. She just wishes that the members would be 
more forthcoming when it came to giving feedback. While general compliments are very nice 
to hear, it would be nice to hear more reasons of why they think the work is pretty.  
 
B feels that there are undercurrents in the community when it comes to debating, and she also 
thinks that most of these are kept to private messages. She has not seen anything out in the 
open, and then again, she is not really looking for those topics either, as she does not want to 
be drawn into something. She tries to treat people as they treat her, but also remarks that 
sometimes there can be comments “that are small and just seem like the person might be 
frustrated”. Sometimes she is not entirely sure about what the rules for the community are, 
and she does feel that they are perhaps not communicated very well. 
 
Respondent C describes the community as a gathering of online artists who share their work 
and help others learn. C was drawn to the site as most others, by wanting to learn more about 
graphics, and she was offered a lot of support within the community. This is something that 
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she feels has instilled loyalty in her, and she stayed to give back some of the things she had 
gained.  
C says that she cannot say that she trusts everyone in the community, since she does not know 
them all. She however claims that she trusts the core group of people. 
 
She feels there is a sense of community, and compares it to “any other social interaction 
group”, but also feels that she is sometimes on the edge of this community. She points out 
that perhaps she does not do enough to be a part of the community, but continues to develop 
her line of thought with saying that activity is perhaps not something that creates a sense of 
community. She thinks this has more to do with the person in question, and that some people 
find it harder to integrate themselves within a group. C feels that the community is a great 
one, and that it has a family feeling. Since she sometimes feels that she is moving along the 
fringe of the group, communication is sometimes an issue. This is not something that depends 
on the software, but rather at people issues.  
 
Informant C says that she has been a member of the community for a couple of years now, 
and that she visits the site daily for at least an hour. The time spent at the forum depends on 
what she is doing, as she is participating in the novice program where she mentors novices. 
She helps out, and shares what she can when she can do it. C says that there is always going 
to be some controversy when it comes to humans interacting, and she also mentions that a 
handful of topics which in general can be linked to graphics on the Internet, such as stolen 
artwork, copyright issues and judging of graphical contests. The last topic is something that 
she feels can be developed, and she suggests a set of guidelines to be followed by the judges.  
 
Respondent D portrays the community as a family oriented community which is all about 
sharing and learning when it comes to graphics. She came here when the owner of the 
community introduced her to it, and has stayed ever since. She is now involved in some of the 
activities taking place, and she feels that there is a sense of community around. She describes 
this sense as friendships and involvement, but also as trust and sharing. D claims that she 
trusts some of the people in the community, but she does not know all the people in the 
community. In fact, she points out that some of the new people have not worked their way 
into the community yet, and have not gained a level of trust yet.  
 
Respondent D has been a member of the community from the start of it, and admits that her 
time spent in the community generally fluctuates. Lately, she has spent more time in the 
community, but she points out that she visits every day, and that she is there for at least half 
an hour everyday. She shares what she can, and often gets asked graphical questions. 
Respondent D says that there is a board for suggestions and this is also where a lot of debates 
take place. Often they seem to be about changes of the forum or rules, she continues, and D 
also points out that she thinks that the debates cannot really be prevented – rather, it is just a 
natural progress that comes in any given community. As she puts it: “some people jsut have to 
bitch about something, and others don’t open their mouths”. She feels that sometimes it can 
be a problem when the line of communication is not clear, which she expresses as “people 
have an issue and don’t go to the right person”. D feels that this is perhaps something that 
could be helped with guidelines. 
 
Respondent E is the owner of the community, and she describes the community as a place 
where graphic designers can come together and share their knowledge – that is, on a good 
day. On a bad day, she calls the community “a pain in the ass”. E says that it started out as 
something rather small, and grew from there. In the beginning, she was just making a website 
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where people could request avatars for chat rooms, and it grew from there. The main focus is 
no longer on requesting graphics, but on the learning aspect and getting people involved in the 
site. Auctions and the novice program are what draw people in, and “once they’re in the door 
they can see for themselves what we all do, and in time, if they decide to, they can start the 
ball rolling for themselves”.  
 
E considers change to be what keeps the community alive, and even though people involve 
often complain about changes made, she still thinks this is what mainly makes people come 
back to the site. E also mentions changes on the site and other issues concerning graphics 
when asked about what causes debate on the community. She thinks that these things do 
affect all who are involved in the community, and mentions at several points in the interview 
the issue of change. Members often disapprove of it, and yet this is what E points out as being 
what keeps the community alive. 
 
She says the site is a community of friends, but also claims that it is run more along the lines 
of a business – “so that people can rely on the various elements”. This is something that she 
somewhat contradicts in a later statement in the interview, where she claims that “it is a 
community run site” and that people in the community take responsibility for how the site 
performs and what goes on in there. She is always amazed at how much the members of the 
community contribute, and she thinks that with every change the community grows bigger 
and better. She feels that one of the important cornerstones of the site is that its members take 
a great pride in the place as a whole, and since she feels that there is always a feedback loop 
back to the staff and administration, the communication within the site is always good. 
 
The sense of community is very important according to E, and she thinks that the success of 
the site can be directly connected to the members’ involvement in the community. She tries to 
maintain this sense of community by involving more people in the maintenance of the site and 
also by giving them more responsibility. She describes this as an ever evolving circle: “we 
give to them, and they give back and to others, and it goes on and on from there”. In fact, she 
believes that if it was not for the people helping out, the community would not have kept 
growing like it has.  
 
E also claims that trust is important. She thinks that trust and sharing comes from being as 
open and honest with one another as possible. She says that she encourages people to express 
their opinions, and that she tries to deal with issues as honestly as possible. She continues “I 
guess it’s a matter of letting people know the site is genuine, and won’t tolerate bullshit”. She  
feels that dealing with dishonesty and nipping it in the bud helps showing that the site does 
not stand for that sort of thing.  
 
Questionnaire 
 
The questions on the forum gave further pointers that members of the community feel that 
there is a sense of community around. This sense comes from commitment of staff, but also 
from a family-like environment. One respondent who is no longer as active in the community 
points out that she had the sense of community while she was still active in there – and that 
she made of it what she wanted it to be. In other words, she created the sense of community 
herself, in her mind.  
 
A few of the respondents claim that their activity have gone down since the new software for 
the forum was installed, and they do not feel comfortable using it. The question regarding 
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debates shows the same width as mentioned by the interviewees, but there is also one 
respondent who points out that flames often get edited by someone on senior staff. The 
consensus is however that the community as a whole is trusted, but the people who make up 
the members may be trusted more or less. One respondent says that she trusts the security of 
the community, but people are another matter. Another respondent says that her level of trust 
has lessened after her time in the community.  
 
As a whole, it appears that the members communicate their opinions either to staff or to the 
community – though, most also remark that they generally choose between doing so publicly 
or privately. A few respondents have also given the answer that they keep their opinions to 
themselves – but not all give a reason to why they do so. One respondent also remarks that 
she feels that her opinions are generally not wanted nor respected.  

Analysis 
 
The interviewees all describe the community more or less alike. They say it is a gathering of 
people with the same purpose, namely to share and learn more about graphics. This is also 
what the owner of the community describes it as – and what the community is portrayed as in 
its introduction on the website. We can hereby conclude that the community’s purpose is 
properly described, and also understood by the people who visit the community. This is very 
important according to Kim (2000) and she also points to that the purpose should meet the 
needs of the members. This is something that we can see when several of the interviewed 
respondents say that they came to the community to learn more about graphics.  
 
Kim (2000) also points that it is best to start and then let the community grow, and this is also 
how the owner describes the evolution of the community. It is also how the community is 
described by a few of the other respondents, who mention that it is a growing community. In 
fact, the informants speak about growth both in terms of the community and their knowledge 
about graphics, but they also speak about personal growth which can be connected to what 
many authors mention – communities on the Internet as well as in real life is about 
relationships and ties (Preece 2000, Kim 2000, Wellman & Gulia 1999). We can also see 
evidence of these relationships in the answers given by the respondents where they describe 
the community as a family. Many of the informants have also mentioned that it is the sense of 
family that has kept them in the community.  
 
As has been established in the theoretical frame of reference, trust is an issue which 
community builders need to pay heed to. Trust online is built on interactions as well as 
reputation, and a community needs to support both. The informants’ answers show that they 
believe that trust is the same as knowing people, and therefore, they trust the members of the 
community who have built up a reputation within it. New members with a lower level of 
experience also have a low level of trust, and this ties in with Preece’s statement: “trust is not 
granted outright, it must be earned” (2000, p. 192).  
 
Trust often goes hand in hand with reputation, and this has been shown in the answers of the 
respondents where they claim that they do not trust all the members in the community, and D 
even points out that new members have not worked their way into the community yet. 
Reputation might be somewhat easier to keep track of on a community forum, as most 
members have a profile in which you can see for instance how many posts they have made. 
This is the case in community 1, and there are also other factors which can contribute to a 
member’s reputation such as the points system for the board as well as the points system for 
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contests and auctions. A long-time member would have a large amount of points in the 
system, whereas a new member would respectively have a small amount. 
 
The respondents all agree that there is a sense of community within the virtual community. 
What makes up this sense is however somewhat harder to define, and the informants mention 
concepts such as commitment, family, involvement, trust, sharing, and activity. If we compare 
this to Sveningsson’s description (2001), we find that shared outlooks and views give a 
foundation, but there are also other instances that are mentioned by the author such as values, 
ideals and norms of behaviour. As I mentioned in the observation of the community, many of 
the members of the community have come to it from the novice program, and they have 
thereby acquired values and ideas as well as specific lingo, which will make them fit in better 
in the main community. We can hereby note that the respondents also seem to have gone 
through the membership lifecycle that has been established by Kim (2000). A few of the 
respondents remarked that they started out as lurkers or visitors (as they are called in the 
lifecycle), and then joined the community as members. The informants who have been 
involved in the community for some time are perceived as elders, and they are also often 
asked questions regarding the community – in fact, they also often hold some sort of 
leadership position.  
 
The organization of the community 1 is on the other hand not clearly stated; when the owner 
first states that the community is run like a business, and later on in the interview claims that 
the community is in fact community-run. As has been observed in the section regarding 
observation in the community, it is not clear how the community is actually run, but it appears 
to be run by the senior administration with the owner, respondent E, having the final say in 
many questions. Kim (2000) notes that it is important to have a clear-cut role of community 
manager, and that this person is responsible for keeping the community running smoothly. E 
can be said to have both the role of director and manager, as shown in table 2 under the 
Leaders section. This means that she is making sure the community is run smoothly, just as 
Kim advocates.  
 
The respondents claim that they are frequenting the community more or less everyday, and 
that they spend a lot of time within the community. Just as Sveningsson (2001) describes, 
experience and frequency both contribute to the sense of being an insider. The respondents 
feel like insiders in the community, and this in return contributes to their desire to return to 
the community. The informants also mention a desire to give back to the community, which 
can be tied to the concept of reciprocity as mentioned by Preece (2000) as well as Wellman 
and Gulia (1999). Respondent A especially remarks that she wants to give back some of the 
things she learnt from the community – an excellent example of what Rheingold (1998) says - 
a community cannot exist without reciprocity.  
 
But what keeps a community active? We have seen that a virtual community needs gathering 
places where members can meet and interact with one another, and we have also learnt that 
there can be no communities without social interaction as this is something that even makes 
up the very definition of virtual community. Community 1 has quite a few gathering places, 
and among them we find the main forum as well as the novice one, but also a chat room 
where events are held at least monthly.  
 
These gathering places are generally very busy, with the exception of the chat room which 
tends to be quiet apart from when an event is held therein. The forums are posted to daily, and 
there are of course more discussions going on in the main forum. The respondents all say that 
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there are debates taking place, and that there sometimes even is controversy within the forum. 
The owner especially mentions the issue of change as one of the most inflamed topics, which 
is also what Kim (2000) mentions as something that a community might react negatively to. 
The author recommends that community members are given some time to adjust to the 
change, and this is also generally what E does. Other respondents think that debates cannot be 
prevented since they are a part of the human nature, and yet some informants believe that 
some of the debates could at least be avoided with better rules, guidelines and feedback to the 
forum. Feedback is something which cannot be emphasized enough as the literature has 
shown, and perhaps community 1 should get a little better with communicating the feedback 
gathered and responded to.  
 
Communication can be an issue within any community, and as the literature has shown, it is 
about gathering feedback from both leaders and members, and also to communicate regularly 
with the community. Kim (2000) especially mentions the importance of the founder 
communicating with the community, and suggests for instance a monthly newsletter or a 
column. Community 1 has a few announcements from the senior administration every month, 
but these are just announcements regarding change or requests made to the senior 
administration. There is no communication to further enforce the purpose of the community, 
or to inform members of what is going on. This could also be communicated in the monthly 
newsletter which is sent out to the members who sign up for it. A newsletter according to Kim 
is an excellent way of keeping in touch with your members, but community 1 is not 
succeeding in my opinion in this matter.  
 
Another important factor in communication is to welcome the newbies to a community, says 
Kim (2000). As a newcomer, it would be more than a little daunting to see the forum, and 
there is virtually no place where newcomers are welcomed and told where to go. Instead, this 
is posted on the main site, where there is a FAQ section. Also, the section is called “Site Tips 
& Tricks” which might be confusing to a newcomer – it might have been easier to label it 
FAQ so that a newbie would find it without much ado. Kim states it as “what’s important is 
that newcomers can find this area easily, get the information they’re seeking, and leave with a 
good sense of your community” (2000, p.120).  

4.1.4 Member Influence 
 
Interview 
 
Respondent A says that she is not always certain about her influence as a member on the 
community as a whole. She thinks that she would have to present her opinion to the right 
person, and she also continues: “but you have to sort of learn the people and know who you 
can and cannot talk to”.  
 
Respondent B believes that she can influence the community’s future in a small way, and that 
anyone in the community can do the same. She explains it as: “if I be helpful, and 
considerated of others, then it will give the place a possitive image. That possative image will 
draw in more people and help it to grow”. She therefore firmly believes in setting a good 
example for others, and also mentions that she would like to do more things around the 
community. She wants to give back since the community has given her so much. 
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Respondent C says that the owner of the community listens to other people, and cares deeply 
for the community she has created. She also adds that the feedback left must be respectful, 
since the owner “isn’t fond of people beign nasty to others”.  
 
Respondent D thinks that the community is willing to listen to feedback from its members, 
and she also says that there are several venues through which you can leave feedback in the 
forum. As someone in a staff position, she has seen instances when members of the 
community have been listened to.  
 
Respondent E who is the owner of the community says that they try to involve members in 
the change process. She informs beforehand if it is possible, and tries to get feedback before 
the final decisions are made. There are always announcements made, and members are 
encouraged to comment and ask questions. E thinks this is very important, as this helps her 
with the running of the site and irons out any bugs that might be present in the system.  
 
E thinks that most of the feedback is, once more, about change. She says “a lot of people look 
for the faults in advance, to try and stop the change”, and that she tries to respond to these 
concerns with giving out more information and soothing their worries. E also points out 
something very important – as the community grows, the resources used need to change to be 
able to handle the increase in volume. She remarks, “They don’t understand that part. They 
tend to only see it from a user’s point of view, rather than a webmaster’s point of view”.  
 
E continues with saying that the members of the community are usually good when it comes 
to feedback, and she prefers the honest feedback to not knowing anything at all. She needs to 
know when something is not working, but she would like to know when something is working 
as well – since this lets her know that people enjoy the site. 
 
Questionnaire  
 
Member influence is a topic where the questions on the forum gave a wide variety of answers. 
One respondent does not think that her influence can have an impact on the community, and 
this also holds true for other members. She feels that the community is run by cliques, and 
that it is very hard to get engaged. She has tried to be more engaged in the community, but 
feels that she has been shunned, and at this point in time, she has given up on it. This is 
something that is echoed by several other respondents. They do not think that they have any 
influence over the community’s future, and nor do they think that all members have the same 
rights.  
 
A few respondents have however said that they do believe that they can affect the future of 
the community. Interestingly enough, some of these people have been very involved at 
different levels in the community and have had/have staff positions. One respondent also 
remarks that all members have a say, but they may not agree with this.  

Analysis 
 
The theoretical frame firmly suggests listening to feedback from members, and there should 
be feedback loops from members to the community administration but also from the 
administration and back to the members. When it comes to community 1, it is not clear how 
these feedback loops are set up. The owner claims that members are encouraged to ask 
questions and give feedback regarding the changes made in the community, but the 
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informants do not always agree. A for instance says that you need to present the feedback to 
the right person within the community for it to be listened to. 
 
The owner says that most of the feedback received is regarding the topic of change, and she 
says that members sometimes try to stop it. She says that she looks at it from a webmaster’s 
perspective, which means that she has to build community and adjust it to keep up pace, 
whereas members look at change from a user’s perspective and therefore might miss out on 
the full picture. It seems like the owner is not so concerned regarding feedback about change 
or the attempts to stop it, but that she goes through with adjusting the community and after 
that handles the complaints and suggestions regarding the change. A way of lessening the 
complaints here might have been to publicly announce the changes and explain why there is a 
need for them instead of just announcing them, which appears to be the way of the community 
currently.  
 
The history of the community shows that it has slowly grown over time, and that it has gone 
from being run by one person to being run by a group of people. These people have been 
long-time members of the community, or elders, as Kim (2000) calls them, and this could be a 
sign of that the community is slowly empowering their members over time as recommended 
by Kim. A respondent from the questionnaire however says that she has tried to get more 
involved in the community, but that she also has given up on trying influencing what might 
happen. This gives an image of a community which is not always working as well as it could, 
at least in terms of feedback. This could perhaps get better by doing what Kim suggests, by 
firmly stating where to send what on the Contact page of the website, and declaring that all 
feedback is read through (but perhaps not always acted on).  
 
Behavioural feedback is also something which Kim (2000) recommends to keep a close eye 
on, and owner E does keep an eye on the general traffic at the website, and now and then E 
also posts to show the community how much traffic the site is getting. However, it does not 
seem like much attention is actually paid to behavioural feedback within the community.  

4.1.5 Policies 
 
Interviews 
 
Respondent A does not know if there is a policy about free speech, though she is sure there is 
something. She says that “most mean spirited things are not allowed”, and then hedges 
whether or not stating your opinion is allowed or not. She conducts herself by the golden rule 
of “do unto others as you’d have them do unto you”. Alas, this is not always how other people 
treat her however. She has recently been put down by someone who she tried to help, and she 
has also heard that this person has been denouncing her behind her back. There was a 
snowball effect, as little things just grew, and A thinks this could have been prevented by a 
quicker intervention by those in charge. She says that the policies are good, but there should 
be more focus on actually enforcing them when things happen. A feels that some of those who 
are higher up in the chain of command sometimes give people too many chances and this 
might lead to conflicts with the policies set in place.  
 
Respondent B is not sure if there is a policy for free speech or not. She is very careful about 
posting on the forums, and then again, she says this might be because of her personality. Still, 
she gets the feeling that there are no rules, unwritten or written. In fact, she says that the 
community feels “a little Stepford”. According to the Macmillan dictionary [1], the adjective 
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Stepford can be used to describe “a person or thing that lacks individuality and conforms to 
systematised norms”. She says this feeling comes from never seeing anything negative about 
the community, and then again, maybe she is just choosing to not see these things. When 
asked if she thinks that negative opinions are being weeded out, B responds that she thinks 
that the people who come here are mature enough to keep negative things to private messages, 
so in a way, the community has weeded itself out. 
 
Respondent C feels that people can voice their opinions freely, but she is not sure if there is a 
policy somewhere. Instead, she points to the board where general things can be discussed as 
well as the board where members can leave suggestions for the community. She has however 
experienced some problems when it comes to policies – on the novice board where she is a 
mentor. A novice wanted constant handholding, and got upset when this was not something 
that C could do. She feels that some more well defined guidelines would have helped in this 
matter. More clear guidelines is what she recommends for judging the competitions on the 
main forum as well – although, here she does say that the rules are clear, the problems come 
from with how the judges interpret them.  
 
Respondent D thinks that everyone can state their opinions, even though she remembers that a 
while back there was some grumbling regarding this issue. She cannot specify any further 
what this grumbling was about; even though she has a faint memory of that it concerned the 
rules. D says that she has had some occasions where people have complained about the rules 
in place. Though, she feels that it is not always the rules that are the problem, it is rather the 
people. She says “some people just aren’t happy unless they’re bitching about something”.  
 
Respondent E says that freedom of speech is encouraged, as long as it is not fighting or 
bitching. That is the only guideline in place, even though it is not written down anywhere. E 
continues with saying that it is about common sense, and that the community is not a place 
where you bring issues that are not related to the community.  
 
There have been times when the senior staff has had to step in to deal with situations, though 
she also claims that it is rare that they have any problems between people in the community. 
Should a situation arise, the member who has behaving out of place is approached in private, 
and told that they will be watched, and if they do not correct their behaviour they will be 
banned from the site. This is kept in private, and nothing is posted publicly. E explains that 
this is done to keep from provoking the person who is banned. The only exception from this 
rule would be if the situation would be really bad and could affect others.  
 
Questionnaire 
 
The forum questions have yielded varying answers regarding the policy of free speech. Most 
do not think there is a policy for free speech, but they do think there is a Netiquette in place 
even though this is something that is not written down. One respondent remarks that it is not a 
policy written in words, but “one that after a few mistakes you come to understand”. Another 
says that there seems to be a policy of free speech for some, and continues “but others if they 
were to say what they wished, they would be banned for it, or at least their comments 
deleted”. A third respondent remarks that in theory there is a policy of free speech, but when 
admin can and does edit the posts made by the members of the community, then it makes the 
community feel like they have to be careful about what they are saying. This respondent 
continues “when admin can/do edit posts willy nilly for their own vanity then free speech flies 
out the fucking window”.  
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Analysis 
 
Most of the respondents seem to think that there are no policies within the community, but 
they also seem to agree on the fact that there are unwritten rules within the community. One 
respondent from the questionnaire even remarked that it is something you learn after a few 
mistakes. If this is the case within community 1, then it is all the more important to showcase 
good role models who can show what kind of behaviour is wanted within the community.  
 
E says that there is only one guideline in place, and it is basically common sense. However, 
without any written rules, it is also harder for new members to know how to act, or even 
recognize the good role models. But it can be hard for members to know what is allowed and 
not, and this is what one of the informant expresses in the questionnaire – it seems like the 
unwritten rules do not apply to all members – “but others if they were to say what they 
wished, they would be banned for it, or at least their comments deleted”. It is extremely 
important that rules, policies and guidelines apply to all members alike – and that they should 
be enforced when needed. This is something which Kim (2000) points out, and if they are not 
enforced, they do not mean anything, either.  
 
Instead the community seems to be self-moderating, as E points out that any problems with 
members is handled in private and not publicly. The explanation to why everything is kept in 
private is to keep from provoking the person who was banned, and this seems like a somewhat 
vague excuse. Kim (2000) says that there is no quicker way to ruin trust by having a leader 
who does not play fair, and imposes consequences seemingly willy-nilly. This is something 
which one of the questionnaire respondents expressed, and policies are therefore something 
the community should look over and express better. 
 
To further enhance this viewpoint, I would like to point out what one of the respondents, B, 
had to say regarding rules. She remarked that she does not think there are any rules and that 
the community feels “a little Stepford”. This is something that I have felt is what many people 
from the community have experienced over the years. Sometimes, the community seems to 
have had a sense of “conform or leave” which is pretty much what a Stepford community is 
like. The Macmillian Dictionary [1] also gives the description as “a person or thing that lacks 
individuality”, and this is of course something which might make the community appear 
bland. B explains that she never sees anything negative about the community, and if this 
creates a sense that the community is like the town of Stepford, then perhaps the unwritten 
guidelines need to be expressed.  
 
E also remarks that the community is not a place where you bring issues that are not related to 
the community. Preece (2000) shows that off-topic ideas from outside the community can 
have a positive impact on the discussions taking place in the community. However, not all 
off-topic posts are welcomed – the community does not allow direct advertising for other sites 
with the basically the same purpose, and some personal issues on a person-to-person level 
have also been deleted.  
 
Can you truly say that there is a free speech policy when posts get edited without an 
explanation, and some of the respondents are hesitant to whether or not they are allowed to 
give their opinions openly? This is an area where community 1 in my opinion need more 
consideration, and clearly stated policies regarding what is allowed and not. Finally, I also do 
believe that there need to be more posts made regarding consequences – if nothing is shown 
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in the community and people get banned for stating their opinions, then indeed, the 
community has turned into a Stepford community.  

4.1.6 Leaders 
 
Interviews 
 
Respondent A thinks that most of the moderators and staff of the community are pretty good, 
but then again, not all of them are perfect for their positions. She says that the positions in the 
community are all volunteer work, and which leads to that the attitude of acting like it is all 
chores just seems to wrong. If you have volunteered for the position, then you should have a 
positive attitude towards it and act like it. Guidelines could be a way of helping out, though A 
feels that the site has gotten better now that it is run by a board rather than one individual.  
 
Respondent B says that the staff consists of caring, giving and supportive people who never 
the less seem somewhat overworked. Whenever she has needed help or support, they have 
been quick to reply and she has never felt bad about coming to them for answers, which is 
something she has experienced on other sites. She does also point out that this is all a part of 
the family feeling.  
 
Respondent C thinks that the staff of the community is generally fair and works very hard to 
keep the forums run smoothly. She remarks that some of the staff work extremely hard and 
also points out that the work in the community is almost like having a second job – but it is all 
done voluntarily and for free.  
 
Respondent D sees the staff as hardworking people who run the site smoothly. When asked if 
anything can be done different, D replies that she can not think of anything, since the staff is 
doing the best they can considering that this is an online community. 
 
Answerer E thinks that the staff are good people who help running the community, and she is 
amazed that so many people want to help out in their free time and work so hard for the 
benefit of the community. Each staff position has guidelines of what is needed and expected 
of the person in that role, so a person who is applying for a position knows what they are 
getting into. E also says that the board with the job descriptions is visible for all, so people 
can refer back to what is expected of them.  
 
Questionnaire 
 
The forum questionnaire answers mostly convey the feeling that the staff works hard, and 
since there are so very many different roles within the community, it is hard to give an 
accurate description of what it is the staff does. Though, one respondent feels that the staff is 
cliquish and vain, and that they are not doing their jobs as well as they would hope. The 
respondent feels that the staff should be more “impartial, fair and polite”.  

Analysis 
 
The theoretical frame shows that leaders (which are what Kim calls anyone with a sort of 
leadership position within a community) are crucial to the development of a community. They 
are often looked up to by other members, and often play an important role in how the 
community evolves. The consensus of the interviews made seems to be that the leaders of the 
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community are overall good and hardworking. My reflection upon this answer is that a great 
majority of the respondents are involved as moderators or staff within the community, and to 
say that you yourself are not a good leader would be rather foolish.  
 
There are however some comments in addition to the overall opinion. A for instance thinks 
that not all leaders are perfect for their positions. Community 1 mainly has leaders who 
volunteered for the position they are holding, and they have had extremely little or almost no 
training at all. A also remarks that their attitude is not always the best, and this is something 
which is pointed out by  Kim (2000) – volunteers can sometimes feel unappreciated and might 
voice this within the community. It does not appear as if they have done such in community 1, 
although as A says, they act as if their work is chores. This might stem from something that 
informant C remarks upon, namely that the work in the community is like having a second 
fulltime job.  
 
E says that each staff position has guidelines of what is needed and expected of the person in 
the role, and also that these guidelines are visible to the public. However, when I looked over 
the community, I was not able to find such guidelines and therefore, the public is not able to 
see them. This might be something that the senior administration needs to look over, as it is 
generally a good idea to show the roles of leaders and what they are expected to do according 
to Preece (2000).  
 
When looking at Kim’s model (2000) of the leadership pyramid (figure 6) we therefore see 
that the top of the pyramid (full-time employees who are paid and receive benefits) is not 
present within this community. They do however cover almost all the roles in table 2 – the 
only role missing is the mediator role described by Preece (2000). As stated earlier, the 
leaders receive little or no training in their roles, and this is something that both Preece and 
Kim mention. Preece points out that few moderators are trained, whereas Kim (2000) 
recommends a training program for the leaders to be in the community. I believe this is 
something that would have benefited the leaders in the novice program, where a mentor is 
supposed to guide their novice through the program. The mentor has to be tactful and critical, 
as well as knowledgeable and able to teach the things he or she knows. There have been some 
examples of situations when the mentor and novice have not been able to work together, and 
it is my belief that a training program could have helped these issues.  
 
Kim (2000) also suggests the creation of a Leadership Manual for the leaders to refer back to, 
and this is something that community 1 would benefit from in my opinion. As was stated in 
the theory chapter, a manual for leaders can make them appear all the more united, and there 
is often a feeling of the contrary within community 1. It has happened that a leader or 
moderator has stated something, just to be corrected by the senior administration. This is yet 
another example of lack of communication within the community, and as Kim puts it – a good 
leader is an informed leader.  
 

4.2 Community 2 
 
Community 2 is a community centred on chatting online and which offers the service of 
hosting chat rooms on its server. It was established in 1998, and the purpose of the site is not 
clearly stated anywhere upon the site, but the tagline on the website reads “the ultimate in 
online role play, chat, and gaming”. The community consists of several elements – main 
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forum, graphics forum, sections with chat rooms, website, games, and a web radio station. 
Currently, there is also a new multi-player online game under development. 
 
The focus of the site is currently at the hosted chat rooms which are divided into sections 
according to what theme the rooms are centred around. The biggest sections are Gor, 
Historical, Vampire, Lifestyle, Theme and General, where Gor is the section with the most 
rooms and also the most supporting members. 
 
To be able to open a room on the site, you have to submit a petition to the admin in which you 
describe the room concept and give out some contact information for the room leader to be. 
The admin will then go over the concept to ensure that the room fits with the theme of the 
section you have chosen to join. After the petition has been approved, the community only 
asks that you support the site by having two site memberships attached to the room during the 
probationary period (which is one month), and after this period has run out, that one 
membership is supporting the room. Of course, the community also asks you to maintain a 
presence within the chat room to ensure that it will survive. 
 
The membership is a way to support the site, but also the chat room you are chatting in. The 
benefits of being a paying member include an email address, web-based storage for graphics 
and other files, and the ability to enter a room even if it is full (30 people). These 
memberships can be monthly or yearly, and there is even a lifetime option.  
 
The staff organization within the community is simple when you look at it schematically, as 
presented in figure 7. The admin at the top of the pyramid is the owner and founder of the 
community, and in the end, also the one who is ultimately responsible for the community as 
well. The admin maintains the site with all that it entails. He also handles complaints and 
feedback at some level. The senior staff are the next in line, and they are somewhere between 
admin and the moderators when it comes to powers. The senior staff has the ability to check 
up IP addresses upon request, and they also answer questions addressed to the site 
administration. One of the senior staff also has the position of training moderators for the 
community.  
 

 
Figure 7. Organization of community 2.  
 
Moderators have the power to boot people from chat rooms when they are not following the 
rules of the community as well as the rules of the chat room. There are also forum moderators 
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at the forum, who have the power to lock and move topics. Finally, at the bottom of the 
pyramid, we find the room leaders, who are the leaders of the chat rooms hosted at the site. 
Room leaders are the ones who often create and run the chat rooms, and they set up rules for 
these rooms. They are given full responsibility for their room, and also have full control of 
what happens therein. However, they cannot remove a person causing a disruption within the 
room, and they therefore need to call a moderator. 
 
Chat rooms are controlled by their respective room leader or council of room leaders, and 
these people also control all aspects within the room such as pulldowns, entry design and 
encounters. The only thing they cannot do is booting disruptions to the room, as mentioned 
earlier. The chat room is essentially a sub-community under the main community, or perhaps 
even a sub-community under the section community. The Gor section can be seen as a sub-
community altogether, whereas the other sections are a little more divided when it comes to 
content and can therefore not truly be counted as sub-communities even though each section 
has their own realm council.  
 
The forum is currently the most used feature in the community, and it is a very active forum 
with approximately 2200 registered members. All these members are however not active in 
the forum, but there are approximately 240 posts made each day according to the forum 
statistics. The forum has been a gathering place not only for the members of the community, 
but also for people who no longer for example take part in the roleplay in the chat rooms, but 
who still check and post to the message board regularly. The boards are moderated by 
appointed board moderators, and these people are generally kept very busy, as many topics 
often get “hijacked” and inflamed. The boards also have a set of rules to adhere to when 
posting. 
 

- No anonymous posts are allowed to be made. Accounts that are created to harass or just to contribute 
negative things will be removed  

- No scripts of roleplay are to be posted on the forum. 
- No illegal or potentially libelous posts or threats are allowed be posted. 
- No RT personal information about another person is allowed to be posted. 
- No messages from ICQ, MSN or emails are allowed to be posted. 
- Conversations that have taken place on another communication medium is allowed to be posted. 
- Unacceptable posts / behavior will be reported, and taken under consideration by the community’s 

moderators / staff. 
- Please use the appropriate sub-forum to post your topic. 
- Avatars and graphics used in your signature on the forum should not exceed 200 pixels in height by 580 

pixels in width.  
Forum guidelines from community 2.  
 
There are no actual guidelines posted at the website on their own of the community, but there 
are some pointers posted under what is called Chat Rules/Info. 
 

- Minors are not allowed on the site. Should a minor be detected, they will be immediately and 
permanently banned. 

- Those who are found out to be or have been hiding a minor will also be immediately and permanently 
banned. 

- Posts regarding underage porn, underage nudity and other topics are strictly forbidden.  
- Intolerance, bigotry, sexism and prejudice are not welcome in the community, and the community also 

reserves the right to determine what is and what is not deemed as the aforementioned things.  
- Impersonating a chatter or staff member is not tolerated. The offender will be booted from a chat room, 

and repeated offenses may lead to banning.  
- Cyberstalking will not be tolerated. The offender will be booted, and repeated offenses may lead to 

banning. 
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- Threats of an RT nature to any chatter, staff or the site itself are taken seriously and appropriate action 
will be taken.  

- Advertising on other sites are not encouraged. Recruiting is considered rude in chat communities.  
- Harassment in any form is prohibited. 

Activities not tolerated in community 2.  
 
The community also places a disclaimer regarding civil rights along with these activities in 
which it is stated that the community is privately owned, and even though free speech is 
advocated, in the end, the administration is also the judge of what is suitable and not suitable 
in the community.  
 
To get to the chat rules and information regarding the community, you will need to access a 
sub-menu under the main navigation. This menu also contains items such as room petition, 
how to call a moderator, an HTML code generator and legal information. Interestingly 
enough, the FAQ is not placed at the sub-menu of the community itself, but rather at the 
website of the company which runs the site (owned by admin of the community). There are no 
links to this FAQ from the community itself. The FAQ itself is divided into three sections: 
Membership and Chat rooms, Harassment, and Chatting Questions.  

4.2.1 Observation Inside the Community 
 
Community 2 was established in 1998, and this is when a lot of the HTML-based chat sites 
were created. The community has had the same owner ever since it was created, and he is also 
the administrator of the community. There have been a few rough patches when the 
community has almost had to close down, but the members of the community have generally 
stuck together and made sure that their paid memberships have kept the site and community 
running.  
 
Close relationship with admin is something which the respondents claim makes for greater 
trust within the community, but of course, not all members have a close relationship with the 
admin. However, it does seem like it is a benefit to know the admin personally, as things get 
done faster when you ask for them, and you are also more likely to get a quicker response to 
questions.  
 
The section that generates a lot of the traffic is Gor, and it is also the section with most rooms. 
Unfortunately, it is also the section that generates a lot of complaints and troubles that need to 
be looked into. Gor is based on a set of novels written by John Norman, set on the planet Gor 
where men rule and women are mostly enslaved and subservient. Gor is described as a planet 
like earth, but without the more modern technology. It is a planet ruled by men and by the 
survival by the fittest. However, Gor is more than roleplay for a lot of the roleplayers present 
within the section – in fact, they claim it is a lifestyle. This causes some rather interesting 
debates when it comes to IC and OOC matters. As many of the Goreans claim that they do not 
play a character - they ARE their character – they are never acting OOC, not even when they 
are talking about their real life. This makes for heated debates when a moderator comes into 
the room and asks all the people present to keep OOC to private.  
 
Gor also causes issues when it comes to female staff and male Goreans. As most women on 
Gor are subservient and at men’s whims, men tend to treat them just like that, even when it 
happen to be a female moderator coming in to act on behalf of the community. Even here 
there is some trouble with drawing the line OOC and IC, as the men generally think that all 
women entering a Gorean room should act like a lower creature and crawl before their feet.  
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The moderators in the community are selected from applications sent into the site. They 
receive some training in a session in a private room where they get to act out tricky situations 
that might occur within the community. They are also given a set of moderator guidelines to 
follow, but these guidelines are not visible to the public. A moderator in the chat rooms have 
the ability to either boot or gag a disruption in the room for a certain amount of minutes. They 
are not supposed to police the rooms, and they should only act when they are called into a 
room. The moderators should be signed into the moderator panel whenever they are online in 
the community. This allows chatters to see them online, without the moderators being in the 
rooms and showing up in red on the whochat. Instead, the chatter who needs help can contact 
them via a system called trouble tickets, and the first moderator who hears the call in the 
panel responds to it.  
 
The expectations of moderators are explained in the moderator guidelines, which is available 
from the moderator panel, and therefore can only be seen by the moderators and the senior 
staff of the community. The document contains not only the expectations on the moderator, 
but also the consequences of what will happen if the moderator should err in his or her 
conduct. The consequences of erring are as follows.  
 

1. A verbal warning is given. The moderator is addressed regarding the seriousness of the situation, and 
will be given suggestions for handling things better in case of another situation.  

2. A written, formal warning is given in the form of an email from the moderator trainer or the 
coordinator. The email contains the mistake made and what needs to be done about it.  

3. The booting ability is taken away for a period of two weeks, and the moderator will require a new 
training session. At the end of the period, the moderator is reevaluated and then given back booting 
abilities. 

4. Permanent loss of moderator abilities. This level can only be reached via numerous issues arising, or by 
blatantly misusing the moderator status on the site.  

Levels of discipline for moderators.  
 
Moderators are expected to be polite and pleasant to deal with, and they are also asked to put 
everything else on pause while handling something site-related. They are also expected to 
spend the majority of their time in the community, so that they can be available to the 
members of the community if need arises. When moderators go into a room, they are expected 
to conduct their business in private as to disrupt the room as little as possible. It is also 
important that the moderator is neutral and polite in all situations, and that they are ensuring 
to remain such. Moderators are strictly in a room to uphold the rules set forward by the 
administrator, and they should not comment nor judge what is taken place in the rooms. And 
finally, moderators must be courteous to other moderators, and never ever question or argue 
with a fellow moderator in public.  

4.2.2 Presentation of the Interviewees and the Data Collection 
 
Respondent F is a room leader who owns one of the chat rooms hosted on the website, and is 
also an active paying member of the community. She has been around since the start of the 
community, and was originally recruited to roleplay in one of the rooms.  
 
Respondent G is no longer an active member of the community, though she has been a room 
leader as well as an active member at the forum at the website. She has been a paying 
member.  
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Respondent H is an active paying member, and also one of the moderators of the community. 
She is a room leader, but is not as active on the forums. She has been a member of the 
community for three years.  
 
Respondent I sits on the room council in one of the chat rooms hosted at the site, the same 
one as informant F belongs to, and she frequents the site daily. She is very much involved 
with the room she helps to run, but not as much with the main community, where she just 
“pokes around”.  
 
I have also gathered some responses to a questionnaire posted at the forum. However, some of 
the responses cannot be used, since the respondent has misunderstood the questionnaire and 
answered the questions in regard to a sub-community within the overall reaching community. 
Therefore, only the answers that concern the site and community as a whole have been used.  

4.2.3 Time Spent in the Community 
 
Interviews 
 
Respondent F calls the community “a big dysfunctional family” and says that so many other 
things in life; it has its highs and lows. She says that there are people in the community who 
you can trust, and some that “you want to choke”. She came to the community not long after it 
was started, and was recruited to play in one of the chat rooms hosted on the site. She was 
hooked, and has stayed ever since. A couple of years back she started her own chat room, and 
now runs that.  
 
F feels that she gets a sense of security from being a member of the community, which she 
feels is very important. She describes it as a safety net since she does not have to worry about 
people who might come into her room and run amok. If that should occur, these people will 
be dealt with by the moderators of the site almost immediately. F says however that she thinks 
the community as a whole is safe, even though she would like to change the setup of the 
community sometimes. As it is right now, room owners do not have the power to boot, and 
this is something that F feels she would like to do. On the other hand, she understands why 
this is a power not given to room owners: “I’ve seen posts from others [room owners] that 
said they would boot people they didn’t like and if that was the case for all mods am sure a lot 
more people wouldn’t be around”. She has experienced some negative things such as being 
harassed and stalked in the community, but these things have also been sorted out, and she 
feels safe in the community now. She says that things like this cannot really be prevented, “its 
like asking to stop war”. 
 
Informant F visits the community a lot. She visits the forum at least five to ten times a day, 
and spends at least 20 minutes each time reading over the forum. She also spends a lot of time 
in her room – in fact, she spends several hours in there. She often gets people coming into her 
room mistaking her for a moderator, and she tries to direct them to the staff. On several 
occasions she has also helped other room leaders with coding websites and entry pages.  
 
F says that there is a sense of community, and it especially showed about a year ago, when the 
site was on the verge of closing down. The members of the community were sticking together, 
and offering to take over the running of the site, and F says “members regardless of genre 
stick together”. She thinks this sense of community comes from loyalty and that it is 
something that she has not experienced anywhere else with chat sites. She continues this line 
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of thought with saying that in this community, moderators help out without having been 
asked, and there are no power games in place either. She feels that she needs to feel like a 
member of the community family, and not just some number in the line.  
 
F thinks that debating comes and goes in the community. She does not see any debates in her 
own room, but then again, she and her fellow council members are good with communicating. 
The forum on the other hand is where a lot of the debating takes place. She feels that some of 
the debating which takes place there is simply ridiculous, and for instance mentions that the 
last debate she saw was about the size of avatars used on the forum – “how small they were 
and why some mods have em bigger yada yada yad”. F says that the community is like a 
family, and with that comes some family problems. She however feels that she can reach the 
administrator whenever, and she also get prompt responses when needed.  
 
Respondent G says that there is no sense of community overall – though, there is a sense of 
community for each of the chat rooms that are hosted on the site. She feels that the more 
successful sites (community-wise) are the ones that are not run for money, and since this 
community is run for money, a lot of the sense of community is ruined. She also continues 
with pointing out that personal issues with customers is not good for a site which accepts 
money for memberships – with money comes responsibility, and she feels that this is 
something which is not working in this community. Answerer G says that “the boards are full 
of rules that make no sense and people who enforce them because they can”. She does not 
trust the community, since she feels that some of the the administration is personally biased, 
and she has examples of people who got banned from the site for personal issues with the 
staff.  
 
G still says that she has bought memberships with the site before, and if she was roleplaying 
in one of the room, she would probably buy a new membership – as long as she does not have 
to interact with some members of the staff. G also has many ideas for making the community 
a better working one, and a lot of these issues are connected with the forums and the staff of 
the site, but also how the community is organized.  
 
For instance, G feels that each room leader should be more responsible for what takes place in 
his or her room, and if one of the room members breaks the community rules, the room leader 
should be the one to take action. She feels that anyone can open a room and get supporters – 
but beyond that, room leaders have no responsibility today. She also feels that room leaders 
should have some training in how to handle issues that might arise in their rooms, and if they 
cannot handle their own members, then they should take their room somewhere else.  
 
Answerer G used to roleplay frequently at the site, and used to browse the forum regularly as 
well. She is not as active anymore, and says “honestly, I started avoiding it because of the 
administration”. She says that she drops by now and then to keep updated, but that is pretty 
much it. G feels there is a lot of debate going on in the community. Most of this debating 
takes place on the board, and she feels that most of the debating concerns the issue of OOC 
and IC as well as the accountability with each. She also mentions the problem with a certain 
section and how they view things, especially the IC and OOC issue.  
 
She also feels that the forum is more or less a cesspool when it comes to debating, and says 
“so many people in one place won’t fairly treat each other […] so mods are needed, and with 
mods, comes separation of the two [referring to OOC and IC]”. Accountability is something 
that she feels is a huge issue within the community. She says that even OOC talking reflects 
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back on the room you belong to, and saying that it is OOC does not excuse your actions. She 
continues with saying “hiding behind OOC is like saying you were drunk” and concludes with 
“there is a reason people say “drunken actions are sober thoughts””.  
 
G says that the communication between staff and room owners should be better, and she gives 
an example: “if something happens while the room leader is not on and another mod HAS to 
deal with it, it should still be reported to the room leader and he/she should still have to deal 
with it in roleplay.. or in the room, somehow”. She also feels that communication between 
staff and people who break the rules should be better. 
 
Respondent H says that the community feels like home in a roleplay setting. It is comfortable 
and welcoming – though she also says that this feeling disappears the moment she accesses 
the forum for the site. H is also someone who knows the staff behind it all, and this she feels 
add to her comfortable feeling with the community. H was introduced to the community via 
her husband, who was roleplaying there. She felt that the concept of roleplay was interesting, 
and that is what drew her in. H also says that she enjoys being able to host a room with all 
that it entails, and this is what keeps her with the community. H feels that there is a sense of 
community, at least for the most part. She says that this comes part from the fact that she 
roleplays in a setting where she feels comfortable, though the fact that she knows the 
administration behind the scenes is also something that makes her renew her membership at 
the site.  
 
Respondent H has been a member of the community for three years, and she usually visits the 
community everyday. Sometimes she plays for hours in various rooms, and sometimes she 
only has time to play a few hours. H is a moderator, and she is logged into the community 
even if she is not playing in a chat room: “it’s important for me to be able to help others in 
some capacity .. so even when I am not playing, I’m available for moderating when online if 
the need arises”. H says that she is very careful with the community as a whole, and does not 
trust it. She does trust those people she has let in close to her, but since the community 
consists of so many different parts, it is hard to get an overall feeling of trust. The question of 
netiquette is something that H thinks should be instinctive, and yet it is not always used. H 
explains that the owner of the community in general puts the responsibility of netiquette in the 
hands of the members of the community, and H says “unfortunately he gives them more credit 
that is due at times”.  
 
H says that if there is one place in the community where there are debates, it is the forum. 
Politics is what H feels is a troublesome area, and not just world politics, but also the politics 
within the small community. H experiences that a certain section of the community often 
causes problems with their mindset, how they cannot differ between IC and OOC and how 
certain things are received by this part of the community. H explains “their minds are closed 
and when someone else tries to present their own insights or opinions on certain matters, it’ 
shoved back in their face and the door of open discussion is closed”.  
 
H says that the community is always changing, and she feels that it is not always easy to get 
in touch with the administrator and owner. However, this is why admin has set up a group of 
senior staff who are supposed to handle some of the queries that might come up. But of 
course, communication between members is also something that might cause problems. In 
fact, H points out that “the common problem is the typist behind the screen…so many tend to 
“hide” behind that screen and they often take advantage of such by abusing others, verbally.. 
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they don’t hold themselves accountable for what they say as they often think the screen gives 
them the chance to not be “seen”, if you will – but heard and that’s not always a good thing”.  
 
Respondent I says that it is a quiet yet inviting community, and it is also something that she 
calls home. She feels that the administration is accommodating, and open minded – which she 
feels is important. There is a sense of community, though it is a somewhat hard to pinpoint 
exactly what this is. The site consists of so many chat rooms, but she still feels that there is a 
“family” in the community. She thinks this sense is very important – members of a 
community need to feel that they belong to the site, and this is also true for members of a 
roleplay chat room. She explains it as: “you don’t want to feel like a fifth wheel in a room or 
site … you want to feel like an intricate working gear of the site”.  
 
Respondent I says that she visits the community every day, and generally stays in a room for 
several hours. She sits on the room council in the room she generally visits, and this generally 
means that she helps out when people come in and ask questions. She puts it as “I couldn’t 
imagine making it in the R/P world without help…so I try to pay it back”. Answerer I says 
that she holds no trust in the community in general, and she has no plans of trusting them 
either. But, she also points out that the community has not done anything to gain her distrust, 
and explains that is very hard to get her trust. She does trust some of the people in the room 
where she generally spends her time.  
 
I also thinks that there is a lot of debating going on at the forums of the community. She 
especially mentions the Gor section as a section where a lot of debates take place, and also 
points out that the Gor section is the largest section in the community. She is also somewhat 
pessimistic when it comes to if something can be done about these debates and says that it is 
not likely. She continues with explaining that this might be related to the fact that the people 
from Gor do not differ between IC and OOC, and this makes the debates very heated in most 
cases. I however concludes with saying that debates are part of human nature, and it probably 
cannot be avoided. 
 
I feels that communication is not always very good – in fact, she points out that admin is more 
likely to respond faster to the more helpless, and that “a little brown nosing never hurt 
anyone”. As I is a very direct person and clearly states her limits, she has never experienced 
anything negative directed against herself, but she has dealt with harassers in the room which 
she belongs to. The person in question was talking to several players in the room, and twisted 
their conversations around, which lead to chaos in the room. The troublemaker was exposed, 
and banned from the room.  
 
Questionnaire 
 
The questionnaire has yielded some responses considering a sense of community, and there 
seems to be a general consensus that there is a sense of community. It might even be stronger 
in the various sub-communities of the site, which a few respondents remark upon. One 
respondent does not think there is a sense of community any more, and reflects that there used 
to be more people around and “people had no choice by to get to know each other and learn 
to cope with each other”. The question regarding why they are a member of the community 
has been differently interpreted. It appears that most respondents interpreted this as being 
paying members, and it appears that few of the respondents are that presently. One respondent 
remarks that he used to be a member and it gave him a sense of fulfilment, but the sense is 
gone and he is no longer a paying member. Most of the respondents see this community as a 
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place to go where you can find like-minded (or not) and one respondent says “its my hobby, 
creative release, entertainment and even passion”.  
 
There seems to be a general consensus that the community cannot be trusted, though many of 
the questionnaire respondents also remark that they trust the people. And on the other hand, 
they also say that there are “a lot of predators” within the community. One respondent 
remarks that the community is like the real world, “this place is full of good and bad people, 
some who will use you to get what they need and then toss you aside”.  
 
The respondents from the questionnaire spend time in the community (some say that it is less 
time than they have before, as they are not as active any longer), and partake in different 
activities such as posting on the forum and roleplaying in the chat rooms. The respondents 
also agree that there are debates taking place, though they do not seem to partake in these 
debates. One respondent remarks “most debates these days are like very unruly and foolish 
school children debating who can urinate the furthest across the playground”.  
 
The respondents to the questionnaire seem to communicate their opinions via the forum, and 
the majority seems to be agreeing on that this is the preferred way to communicate opinions 
as well. Though, a majority of the respondents also said that the policies concerning the 
policies of communication are not clear. Sometimes it appears to be hit and miss, and one 
respondent expresses it as “you learn the way to act through others”.  

Analysis 
 
The informants from community 2 have a variety of answers when it comes to a sense of 
community. One informant says that there is a sense of community and family, whereas 
another says that there is no for the whole community, but there is a sense of community 
present in each of the chat rooms hosted on the site. Indeed, this is something that the 
questionnaire respondents also noted, and it is perhaps something which holds true. Kim 
(2000) says that sub-groups can be used to enhance the main community’s purpose if it has 
been stated clearly. That is perhaps not the case in community 2, and then again, their tagline 
is to be the best in online roleplaying, chatting and gaming. It would appear as if the purpose 
of the community is quite simply to host chat rooms and smaller communities – and in that 
case, the purpose is for certainly fulfilled but not very well expressed. 
 
Kim (2000) also warns that sub-groups can be a mixed blessing, as they can be good for 
growth and intimacy, but at the same time the members of these groups can grow more loyal 
to their sub-group than to the main community. This is often the case on sites which host chat 
rooms, and Kim mentions it as well. If the room leader thinks the service from the original 
site has lessened, they can decide to move the room to a new chat site, and in that they also 
bring with them the people who roleplayed and chatted in this room. In fact, this is what 
happened with the chat room that informants F and I belonged to – shortly after the 
interviews were finished, the chat room was moved to a rivalling chat site.  
 
Respondent G remarks that there cannot be a sense of community when the community is run 
for money, and she even continues with claiming that it is not good to have personal issues 
with customers when the site accepts money for memberships. Preece (2000) says that people 
on websites with e-commerce want to make sure that they get value for money, and here trust 
and security are very important issues. This does not bode well with the respondents’ answers 
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that on a whole say that the community as a whole cannot be trusted, whereas they trust 
individuals within the community.  
 
But why is that, that the respondents trust the community as a whole? As G has pointed out, 
the senior staff of the site sometimes has proved to be biased when dealing with members of 
the community. We can tie this to Shneiderman’s model of trust in e-commerce circumstances 
where the author points out that it is important to recognize that trust includes taking a risk, 
and taking that risk is based on a good reputation of quality and reliability. Shneiderman 
(2000) via Preece (2000) also points out that trust is built by making clear and truthful 
commitments, and I would say it is thereby clear that community 2 still have some work to do 
considering building trust. A few of the questionnaire respondents also claim that there are a 
lot of predators within the community, and we can connect this to the roles that Bartle (1996) 
identified via Kim (2000). Predators can also be identified with what Bartle calls Killers, and 
he remarks that they are mostly in a community to dominate a situation or cause disruptions in 
rooms. It is important according to Kim to design the community with these people in mind, 
especially when creating leadership roles who will get to deal with them. In community 2, it is 
often the room leaders as well as the moderators who handle troublemakers, but it is only the 
moderators who actually receive training to handle situations with this kind of people. 
 
The community started out as much smaller than it is today, so obviously it has grown some 
since it was established. Today, there is not much growth taking place in community, 
especially if you consider the part which hosts chat rooms. Chat rooms come and go, more or 
less, but lately several rooms have disappeared from the site to go to another chat site. 
Respondent H says that the community is always changing, and with this she refers to what 
was announced in the community around the time when the interviews were made. The admin 
is planning on expanding the site by adding a new multiplayer game that works somewhat like 
World of Warcraft and other such games, but the game is based on the novels of Gor by John 
Norman. Change and reactions have been mentioned by Kim (2000), where the author points 
out that it might take a while before members adjust to the changes. The question many of the 
members of the community now ask themselves is however whether HTML chat will survive 
the introduction of online multiplayer games. The numbers of chatters in the chat rooms on 
the site have lessened considerably, and community 2 is also losing members to other chat 
sites.  
 
The community has plenty of gathering places as mentioned by Kim (2000), where every chat 
room is more or less a gathering place for the sub-group that it hosts. It is also common that 
each chat room has its own accompanying message board where the members of the room can 
communicate with one another. The respondents who were interviewed all claim that they 
spent a lot of time in the rooms they are members of, and that they generally spend this time 
chatting and roleplaying. Some time is also spent on the main forum of the community, which 
is the most active gathering place of the community. Unfortunately, not all of this activity is 
of a positive nature. A lot of the posts made in the Gorean section often get turned into flames 
which means that a moderator will need to lock it and remove it, and often, these flames are 
on the topic of IC and OOC. Unfortunately, many of the respondents also say that these 
debates pretty much are unavoidable, and sometimes, as G points out, they are further 
inflamed by the fact that a moderator has to go in and deal with them.  
 
The communication within the site is generally done via the message board, where admin 
posts announcements and members can communicate with one another. However, there is not 
much communication taking place that goes through the entire model which is presented by 
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Falkheimer (2001). The announcement is generally made, but there is little feedback in return, 
which can be the cause to wonder whether these announcements are effective means of 
communication. The presence of senior administration is also an important feature says Kim 
(2000), but the community does not have much of such presence. Most importantly, there is 
very little communication in community 2 that further enhances the purpose of the community 
and shows off the good things therein.  

4.2.4 Member Influence 
 
Interviews 
 
Answerer F feels that member influence is important in the community, and she also thinks 
that feedback is listened to by the administration. She says that she can bring feedback to the 
owner of the community, and she also gets feedback in return. It might not always be the 
answer she expected, but she also thinks that every decision is made for a reason and she 
listens to that reason.  
 
Respondent G says that members who have been around longer are often listened more 
carefully to. She agrees with that this is important, but she also thinks that new members 
should be listened to. Her reflection is that the community is not “influenced by a wide 
enough range of people”, but she also points out that she believes that “there are some people 
who have an “in” with the staff and owner”.  
 
Answerer H feels that she can influence the future of the community to a degree, at least. 
Now and then, her opinions are asked for, and they sometimes also have an influence. She 
however points out that they are not always followed, though.  
 
Respondent I says that if there is an immediate problem, she takes it to her room leader, and 
this person then brings the issue to admin. If the problem is less urgent, she can take it to the 
forum, and get a response there. I then continues with saying that the admin are quite apt, but 
she also points out that the people in this position are “more inclined to help the more 
helpless”. In fact, I says that a “little brown nosing never hurt anyone”, and this might give 
her quicker response to her questions and concerns. She says somewhat sardonically that this 
is how the world works, and if a sense of community finds its way into the virtual world, then 
so will a sense of bias.  
 
Questionnaire 
 
When it comes to the responses from the questionnaire, there are a few interesting ones. One 
respondent thinks that he cannot influence the community, but the members therein. He also 
thinks that not all members can influence what is happening – he says that the forum has a 
“swarming tendency that lends itself best to inspiring the overly emotional”. Another 
respondent says that “it isn’t until you have been around, that you ‘really’ develop the 
credibility to truly make an impact on the community”. This is also agreed upon by a third 
respondent who says “you must first however serve your time and find the opportunity to 
become influential at a greater level”.  

Analysis 
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The respondents give varying answers when asked about member influence. It ranges from 
one respondent saying that member influence is important and that feedback is listened to, to 
another respondent saying that members who have spent more time in the community get 
listened to more, and that the community is not influenced by a wide enough range of people. 
A third respondent says that the admin are more likely to help the helpless and those who 
brown nose.  
 
As has been shown in the Theory chapter, it is important to listen to the members of the 
community, and create many venues in which they can relay this feedback to the 
administration of the community, as mentioned by Kim (2000). Community 2 encourages 
members to email the administrator, but in my personal experience, it is not always certain 
that he will actually respond in return. Informant F does claim that she always gets feedback 
in return, but she also seems to be the only person of the respondents who does get this sort of 
response. This could be tied to the fact that F has been a member of the community since the 
start of the community, and she is one of those members who has been around long enough to 
render a prompt response. However, I believe the community would benefit from a statement 
regarding what kind of response the members can expect if they happen to send in any 
feedback. 
 
It is hard to tell whether the members have an influence or not in the community, but it 
appears as if members who know the admin personally sometimes get asked for opinions, 
such as informant H. H also points out that it is not always that her suggestions are followed, 
however. Kim (2000) emphasizes the need to listen to the members of the community to see 
what they want and to ensure that they feel like a part of the community. This is something 
that I has remarked upon in the previous section - “you don’t want to feel like a fifth wheel in 
a room or site … you want to feel like an intricate working gear of the site”. However, with 
the community management barely seeming to listen to the feedback of the members, it would 
appear as if the members are not fully trusting or caring to actually give feedback to make the 
community better, either. On the other hand, the admin get a lot of complaints from the 
community, which can be found in the forum of the community. Kim suggests that different 
feedback is sent to different emails, and perhaps this is something that would increase the 
response rate from the admin – today, all feedback is sent to the administrator’s personal 
email.  
 
Finally, it is important to address the issue of not only collecting feedback, but also to give 
feedback in return. This is something that is not done in the community today, or at least not 
publicly. It is important to show the members that they are being listened to, and not just in 
small matters like changing their forum user name and such matters. Kim (2000) shows that 
one of the most important things a community builder can do is to empower the members 
over time, and let them be even more involved in the community. I believe that this is 
something which community 2 needs to look at and consider.  

4.2.5 Policies 
 
Interviews 
 
F says that she thinks there is a consensus for what is appropriate – but she also points out that 
“for everyone that kinda is different”. Some things that she thinks are rather obvious are 
things that other do on a regular basis, and she mentions examples like recruiting for other 
chat sites as well as thrashing other people’s opinions on the forum. F says that her mindset is 
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“we all have our thoughts we are neither right or wrong, we are just different…people need to 
think before they speak”. This is something that should perhaps be applied to the forums as 
well, as F sometimes feels that threads go on and become flames. She thinks that free speech 
depends on the circumstances, and most of the time, most things are allowed. Sometimes 
threads are moderated, and she says “I guess it’s the whole … you’re adults act like it”.  
 
G says that the level of free speech is not easy to find out, because she thinks that the 
moderators of the forums sometimes are biased, and sometimes they let things get out of 
hand. She says that some sections of the forums are over-managed, and does not allow for the 
differences in style that exist within the community. 
 
Free speech is allowed at the site, or so H believes, however she also feels that it sometimes 
gets out of hand. There are some things that she would like to see handled differently, and she 
has voiced her opinion more than once – in this case, it seems like it does not do any good. 
She says: “I’m all for freedom…freedom of speech…but come on…we also have to take 
responsibility for that freedom”. H believes that there should be better guidelines in place to 
handle some of the problems with flaming on the forums, and she continues with “when you 
are looking at the community as a whole…you have to look at the majority and what that 
entails and set guidelines accordingly”.  
 
When it comes to free speech, I says that she does believe there is a level of it. She has never 
seen anyone get berated for stating their opinion, and then again, she adds that “it all depends 
on how you state it”. She thinks that manners or a sort of netiquette is a must when it comes to 
posting on the forum.  
 
Questionnaire 
 
The questionnaire gave some responses. The question regarding free speech rendered some 
interesting replies, one respondent feels that “free speech applies to public forums, this is a 
privately held forum where it is tempered with civility and decorum” whereas another 
respondent says “Eh. Free speech? I’ll pass. Big argument. Its pretty free”. A third 
respondent says “yes…you are entitled to free speech…until a given site owner or user gets 
offended like a whiney assed child, and then that’s the ballgame for free ‘speech’”.  
 
When asked about Netiquette, there once more there was a wide range of replies. One 
respondent feels that there is a policy for this, and it is well enforced by the staff. Another 
respondent agrees, but also says “none of which is based on common sense… none of which is 
enforced effectively, despite the best efforts of good people doing their very best under bad 
conditions”.  

Analysis 
 
Policies is yet another area where the material gathered gives a wide range of replies, and it 
does not seem like any of the respondents do actually know what policies are set in place or 
not. Kim (2000) explains that ground rules need to be set up for the community, and that these 
rules also need to be explicit. The chat rules shown in section 4.2 are explicit when it comes 
to showing the members what activities are not tolerated in the community, and in a way they 
are related to the community’s purpose, which is to be number 1 in online gaming, 
roleplaying and chatting. However, there is no Code of Conduct or Netiquette to be found at 
the site and this is perhaps something that would give the members a clear image of what kind 
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of activity is encouraged and what is not. Many of the respondents had opinions regarding the 
netiquette in the community. One informant from the questionnaire points out that the 
netiquette in place is not based on common sense, and that is generally one of the most 
common features used to described netiquette on the Internet. Most of the respondents do 
nevertheless agree that netiquette is a must when it comes to interacting in the community.  
 
Free speech is something that has been addressed along with the chat rules, and there the 
community members are told that free speech is advocated, however the admin judges what is 
suitable and not. This is also something that the respondents remark upon, even though they 
are not always sure if there is a policy regarding free speech or not. A lot of the responsibility 
is put in the hands of the users, or so a lot of the respondents feel – for instance, F says 
“people need to think before they speak”. H also points out that sometimes free speech gets 
out of hand, and one of the respondents from the questionnaire says that all users are entitled 
to free speech “until a given site owner or user gets offended like a whiney ass child”.  
 
It has been stated with the chat rules that free speech is advocated, yet judged by the admin, 
however no guidelines to what is proper is actually stated. Clear, explicit rules are something 
that the literature emphasizes, and Kim (2000) also says that it might be a good idea to show 
some of the consequences that might occur when rules are not followed. However, the 
consequences should not be applied willy-nilly either, as this is a sure way to destroy trust in 
the community. It might appear that this is almost on the way, as respondent G remarks that 
moderators on the forum sometimes appear to be biased, and sometimes they let matter get 
out of hand.  
 
In conclusion, we have received a motley pattern when it comes to questions regarding the 
policies in place in the community. There are policies, but when it comes to expressing them 
and enforcing them, the community is lacking somewhat. Good role models are not shown off 
for the community, and there is no code of conduct to express what good role models look 
like. In short, community 2 would do well in looking over its policies.  

4.2.6 Leaders 
 
Interviews 
 
Respondent F loves the staff that works for the community, and firmly believes that she 
thinks they get to handle a lot of “bullshit” and do not get enough credit for what they actually 
do. She is relieved that she has a chat room which is normally calm and quiet, so she does not 
see much of the moderators. She does see them working at the forums, and there she thinks 
the moderators are horribly overworked. She especially mentions the Gor section of the forum 
and says “the crap I read on it is like daycare, I swear to gods, and all I see are poor mods 
having o lock it all getting bitched at and seriously hearing “men should run this section” “.  
 
She suggests more moderators for the forums, or perhaps some sort of moderators with 
limited capacities who could help out with the massive load of work. F continues with “they 
could do the little dirty work….like locking and they could just post later why it was locked on 
the thread so they don’t have to rush since that’s a lot of threads they have to go through”.  
 
G thinks that the forums are over-managed, which has been mentioned above, and she also 
points out some of the issues that come with having moderators from all over the site. G 
voices this concern about moderators with saying “if they aren’t from your section, you’re 
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bound to have issues”. She continues with saying that this might be solved with a more fluid 
approach to moderation, instead of a strict setup of rules to follow. This would be a way of 
dealing with each situation individually, and since there is no clear way of dealing with a 
situation, it might cause the moderator to take a step back and think. 
 
G also points out that a lot of banning seems to be done impulsively, and she continues with 
saying that when the bans are lifted later on, “they show the community that the rules aren’t 
important, which means they [the rules] get broken often, running the mods haggard to the 
point where they [the mods] want more people banned for breaking rules”. Banning should 
be a last resort, G feels, and when someone is banned, there should also be some measures 
taken to make sure that they stay banned – G knows of people who have come back to the 
community without much hassle, and she thinks this is all wrong.  
 
She thinks that the moderators were put in place to monitor the place, but feels that they 
sometimes end up acting more like a police force. G concludes with saying “so less rules, 
more problem solving and communication between all parties, the staff, the person in trouble 
and the person who is being bothered.” 
 
H is a part of the staff, and works actively as a moderator in the community. She says that the 
guidelines for the moderators are “to follow the rules set forth by the owner of the site with his 
word being the last word”. Should the moderators step over the lines, they are disciplined for 
doing so, and they can also be let go completely should their overstepping be a big one. The 
guidelines for moderators cannot be seen by the community members, H says, and she thinks 
that this would perhaps make it easier on the moderators sometimes by “letting the community 
know what is expected by the staff”.  
 
I thinks that the staff are “pretty cool”, and points out that she has not dealt much with them. 
She however thinks that room moderation should be left to the room owners, since it is not 
always possible to get a hold of a moderator when they are needed in a chat room. Later in the 
evening, the moderators are not always around, and this is when they are needed in the room, 
to boot the anonymous names that lurk in the room. 
 
Questionnaire  
 
The questionnaire got quite a lot of replies regarding the staff and moderators in the 
community. One respondent is positive, and thinks that the staff are involved and dedicated to 
make the site even better. This seems to be the only positive remark, and the rest of the 
responses are mostly negative. One respondent feels the staff is poorly trained, and feels that 
it is the staff’s job to “create an environment where our community can exist in an orderly 
fashion and be MOSTLY FREE from influences that would see to be disruptive to our 
community’s day to day affairs”. She also continues with stating a few things that the staff 
should be doing to make the community a better one, and these are things as 24-hours-
coverage, forcing people to register a chat handle, learning more about the Gorean community 
to give it a better support and finally suspending disruptive influences instead of just booting 
them.  

Analysis 
 
Leaders are extremely important within a community, and once more, the answers given in 
interviews and on the questionnaire are of a wide range. A few respondents agree that the 
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moderators are overworked, and often get to handle a lot of situations in which they get yelled 
at and abused. This is also clear after observing the community, where there are plenty of 
threads regarding moderators that get inflamed, and where moderators are put down by more 
than one poster. And yet people apply to be moderators in the community, even though they 
know that they are likely to not be appreciated and that their job will take up a great deal of 
their time online.  
 
Candidates for the moderator position are selected from applicants who send in a small form. 
They then undergo a session of training before they are given the power to boot and gag 
disruptions in the chat rooms. This is something that is recommended by Kim (2000), both the 
application process as well as a training program. The moderators get access to a set of 
guidelines to follow, and are then sent out into the community. There is little or no follow-up 
when it comes to what they are doing, and this is something that Kim thinks is vital for the 
community. The leaders are the ones who after all interact and see what is going on, and it is 
thus essential to listen to what they have to say. The consequences of actions are conversely 
very well stated, and this is something which Kim advocates as well. There have been 
instances where actions have been taken, but these have taken place privately rather than 
publicly, which is the opposite of what Kim (2000) states is the right thing to do.  
 
The guidelines are always accessible for the moderators, and they have something to refer 
back to, which is also what Kim (2000) suggests with her Leadership Manual. Preece (2000) 
however suggests that these guidelines should be made available for the community, as to 
protect the moderators when they are doing their job, and lessen the weight of complaints 
against them. Respondent H considers this a good idea, as many complaints are lodged 
against the moderators when they go out on a call.  
 
Moderators are in general not well perceived at the site, or so it seems when reading over the 
responses from the study. The questionnaire showed that only one respondent thought the 
staff did a good job, and the rest of the informants were negative regarding moderators and 
the work they do within the community. One respondent outlines some of the things she 
thinks should be done to create a better environment for chatters, as have been listed above.  
 
Respondent G thinks that there are several issues when it comes to moderators, and one of 
them is that there is a strict setup of rules to adhere to. She feels that each situation should be 
handled individually, and this is actually how most of the moderation business is handled in 
the community today. G also points out that moderators often act like a police force when 
they should really just monitor the community. She suggests a more problem solving 
approach, and this is something that Preece (2000) also brings up as a role for leaders in the 
community – namely the role of a mediator. A mediator can communicate not only with the 
person in trouble, but also with the staff of the community. 
 
Consequences of actions do not seem to be enforced as harshly as they are outlined in the chat 
rules presented under section 4.2. G says that a lot of banning seems to be done impulsively, 
and that they are also lifted later on – whereas the rules say that the bans are permanent. Just 
as G says, this shows the community that rules are not important and not enforced as they are 
claimed to be. G also claims that banning is not permanent in the way that people can sneak 
back into the community without much hassle, and this is something she feels is very wrong.  
 
Conclusively, we can say that the community has a fairly negative image of the leaders in 
place, and much of this could be solved with more public guidelines, and enforcing the rules 
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that are stated within the community. It is also important to show that actions have 
consequences in the community, and that these consequences are not something that happens 
unsystematically and can be shrugged off without much effort.  
 

4.3 Comparison of Successful Factors 
 
In this section, I will compare the results from the study, and try to find out whether there are 
any differences between the views of leaders and members in communities when it comes to 
what makes a community successful. In this, I have gone over the material once more, and 
picked out the responses that the informants have deemed important as well as the responses 
that have been repeated by more than one informant. Not all responses have been of a positive 
kind, as the respondents sometimes have thought there is too little presence of a certain aspect 
within the community.  
 
I need to address the issue that my informants from community 2 were not from the higher 
ranks of leaders within the community, but it is also my belief that respondent H, who is a 
moderator and a close friend of both senior staff and admin, can be a representative for the 
community on the leader level.  

4.3.1 Comparison of Leaders 
 
The leaders of the two communities share some views of what is good for a community, but 
there are also factors that are not shared – which can be tied to the fact that the two 
communities are different in terms of purpose and organization. The factors have been 
gathered in table 3, which is shown below.  
 
Community 1 Community 2 
Change, keeps community alive Community is always changing 
Growth driven by members  
Community-run site  
Come together, share Help, share 
Friends and relationships Sense of community from relationships 
Involve members in the process of change  
Tries to get feedback Feedback sometimes asked for 
Open and honest management  
Freedom of speech encouraged, express 
opinions 

Free speech advocated 

Common sense  
No fighting/bitching Netiquette in hands of users 
Keep issues with members to private  
Guidelines and expectations for staff, public Guidelines and expectations for staff, private 
 Guidelines for community as a whole 
 Easy to get a hold of admin, senior staff 
Table 3. Comparison between leaders of the two communities 
 
The first factor in the table is change, where respondent E in community 1 claimed that this 
was the one factor keeping the community alive. Respondent H on the other hand pointed out 
that community 2 is always changing, and that this was a positive thing. Change can also be 
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tied in what was mentioned by the leader in community 1, namely that the growth of the 
community is driven by its members. This is one of Kim’s basic underlying principles for 
community building, which is described as “a constant balancing act between the efforts of 
management […] to plan, organize and run the space, and the ideas, suggestions and needs of 
your members” (2000, p. xv). This is also shown in the next factor mentioned by respondent 
E, the fact that the community is actually – community-run or rather as one of the members 
called it – run by a board. 
 
Leaders from both communities mentioned sharing as one of the factors that are important for 
the community. Sharing might mean the sharing of personal thoughts, but also of knowledge 
and resources. By sharing, members of the communities lay the foundation of survival for the 
communities themselves, as has been shown in the literature where the concept of reciprocity 
has been laid forth. Reciprocity is the concept of giving and taking as well as making sure that 
there always is a surplus of giving in the community. Rheingold (1998) points out that just 
taking from the community will in the end damage it, and therefore it is important to 
acknowledge sharing within the community and encourage members to do just that. 
 
Relationships are mentioned by both leaders, even though they tie them to different concepts. 
It is however essentially the same thing in the end, as Kim (2000) points out that relationships 
is the glue that will keep the community together. We can also see this in models put forth by 
Preece (2000) and Holmström (2004) where they both mention people as being one of the 
components that define the very notion of virtual communities.  
 
Informant E claims that it is important to involve members in the process of change, but this 
statement has no equivalent from the leader in community 2. This factor is also closely tied 
together with the notion of feedback which is the next item on the list, and in this case, both 
communities try to gather feedback from the members to a certain degree. The importance of 
feedback loops is yet another principle that Kim (2000) mentions as one of the basic building 
stones when creating a new community. However, Kim also shows that the loops should go in 
the other direction as well, and this is not something that the leaders have mentioned.  
 
The leader from community 1 also thinks that it is important to have an open and honest 
management in charge of the community, and that this is communicated to the members of 
the community. Part of this also comes from the fact that the community encourages its 
members to express their opinions freely. Community 2 also advocates free speech, but also 
point out that this is at the administration’s discretion. Preece (2000) recommends that the 
community settles for an acceptable level of free speech, and says that some communities 
state what reasonable behavior is. Community 1 has no statement regarding free speech, but 
the owner says that it is all about common sense. The next factor is also tied in with this 
statement, in which E says that everything is allowed, as long as it is not fighting and 
bitching. Respondent H says that netiquette is in general left to the members themselves, 
which is not always working out for the best.  
 
E also says that if issues occur, they are handled in private as to not rile the person in trouble 
any further. There is no statement from the leaders in community 2 regarding this matter, but 
the observation in the community showed that most of the issues were handled in private as 
well. No announcements were made in neither of the communities regarding banning of 
members, and this is something that stands in stark contrast to what the literature is 
recommending. Kim (2000) explains that the community must show that actions come with 
consequences – regarding leaders and members alike. This can also be tied in with a statement 
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from respondent E concerning an open and honest management, as Kim also explains that it is 
important for the community to show that policies are enforced and that it is a responsible 
leader who imposes the consequences. 
 
When it comes to leaders, both communities have guidelines and expectations for those in 
leadership roles. Respondent E claims that these guidelines are visible to the public, but I 
have not been able to find a corresponding document within the community. The observation 
of community 2 showed that the leaders therein also had guidelines and expectations, and 
these were not visible to the public. Informant H pointed out that it might be a good idea to 
make these visible to the public, which Preece (2000) recommends in order to protect the 
moderators and lessen the complaints directed at them.  
 
Finally, respondent H mentions two factors that I could not find an equivalent of in the 
interview with informant E. Firstly, she thinks that guidelines should be created by looking at 
the community as whole, which is also recommended by both Preece (2000) as well as Kim 
(2000). With this, H refers to the fact that some members of the community think that their 
sub-community should not have to adhere to the rules set forth by admin, which is an issue 
that moderators of the community often get to handle. Secondly, she also thinks it is important 
to easily be able to reach the community leaders, in this case referring to the upper levels of 
management.  
 
In conclusion, we can see that many factors are shared between the two communities when it 
comes to the views of the leaders, and that most of these factors also are supported by the 
theoretical frame I have put forth. It is however interesting to note that a few factors stand in 
direct opposite of what the literature suggests, such as the handling of issues in private.  

4.3.2 Comparison of Members 
 
The members of the two communities have expressed their opinions regarding the 
communities in the study. I have found a lot of shared views in their answers, but also some 
differing ones. These factors are presented in table 4, found below.  
 
One respondent in community 1 remarked that the community had gotten better with being 
run by a board rather than a single person. This was not mentioned by the respondents in 
community 2, but then again, it is hard to determine whether community 2 is run by admin 
alone, or run by the admin in combination with the senior staff. The literature does not 
mention anything regarding how a community should be managed, but Kim (2000) does say 
that it is important to have a person with the ultimate responsibility for the running of the 
community. She says that it is important that the upper levels of management are visible to the 
public, and respected by the members of the community.  
 
A sense of community is considered to be important in both communities. This sense is 
described in many ways, but the prevailing one is that the community feels like a family. One 
of the respondents from community 2 also remarked that members need to feel like they 
belong, and that they are an intricate gear that makes the community work. However, some of 
the respondents in community 2 also remarked that there was no overall sense of community, 
but in the sub-communities this sense was very strong. Kim (2000) explains that sub-groups 
are communities, too, and these groups can also be used to further enhance the purpose and 
strength of the main community. A strong sub-community creates relationships, and as has 
been mentioned before, relationships are the glue that holds communities together. 
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Community 1 Community 2 
Run by board rather than one person  
Sense of community, family Family, members need to know they belong 

Sense of community strong in sub-
community 

Disputes in private  
Share, learn, trust  
Trust comes from relationships 
Trust in leaders 

Trust in relationships 

Member influence Member influence 
Policies Clearly stated rules 
Enforce policies Enforce rules 

Actions with consequences 
Voice opinions freely, without fear Free speech 
Attitude of leaders Non-biased staff 
Guidelines for leaders, clearly stated  
Chain of command  
Netiquette Netiquette 
 Training leaders 
 Problem solving 
 Prompt response from admin 
 Communication between staff, admin, 

members 
Table 4. Comparison between members of the two communities 
 
One respondent in community 1 thought it was a positive thing that disputes were kept in 
private, and not publicly in the community. However, she also remarked that because of this, 
no negative things ever show in the community and it made her feel like the community was a 
bit like the small town of Stepford. The matter of handling issues in private has been covered 
under the above section, Comparison of Leaders.  
 
The informants of community 1 mentioned the notions of share, learning and trust, and 
thought these were positive things going on in the community. The community is viewed as a 
learning community where designers share their knowledge regarding graphics, and to be able 
to do such a thing in a community, there has to be a level of trust present. This has been 
discussed in the section above, along with the concept of reciprocity. On the other hand, the 
members of the community have taken the concept of trust a little further – as they say that 
trust is about knowing other people, but also the fact that they can trust the leaders of the 
community. It is extremely significant that the leaders of a community are trusted, and seen as 
good role models, says Kim (2000), and that they are also showcased as such. The two 
communities of the study do not showcase good role models, though. 
 
Member influence is one point where respondents from both communities claim that they are 
not certain whether they have some influence on the community or not. Kim (2000) does 
stress the point of involving members in the community, as this strengthens the sense of 
loyalty and belonging in the community. We can also tie this in with what respondent I said, 
namely the fact that members need to feel like they are a working, intricate gear of the site.  
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According to Kim, it is also important for the community to show the members that their 
feedback and opinions are appreciated, but also that the gathered feedback actually is used.  
 
Policies of the community were something that kept appearing in many of the interviews. 
Many of the respondents in both communities thought that the existing policies of the 
communities could be more visible or more clearly stated, and this is something that is 
supported by both Kim (2000) and Preece (2000). Policies need to be clear and concise as 
well as easy to find within the community, and they also need to be enforced – which is yet 
another factor that informants thought were important in the community. The enforcing of 
policies is a part of Kim’s etiquette cycle, seen in figure 4, and it is important for leaders of 
the community to ensure that the rules of the communities are actually followed. If they are 
not followed, it only shows the community that the rules do not really matter. A community 
must show that certain actions have consequences.  
 
Free speech was an issue which was discussed by members and leaders alike, though, here the 
views differed a lot. Members showed that they thought it was important to be able to state 
their opinions freely, but also that this was not always the case within the community. Both 
communities advocate free speech according to the leader but the respondents from the 
member level of the community do not agree. Often, they think that their posts get edited and 
that there is no real reason to why the posts are edited – rather, they are just edited at the 
whim of the leaders. 
 
Leaders, or rather, how leaders behaved was something that respondents from both 
communities remarked upon. Members from both communities felt that leaders should have a 
positive attitude, and also be unbiased when it comes to interacting in the community. A good 
leader is fair, polite and impartial, as one of the respondents from community 1 put it. This 
can be stated in the guidelines and expectations for leaders in the community, and these 
guidelines were also mentioned by the respondents in community 1, where they thought these 
guidelines should be more clearly stated. Apparently, the respondents of the study in 
community 1 have seen guidelines for some leadership roles at some point in time, whereas I 
could not find any during my observation of the community.  
 
The chain of command is tied in with the factor of leaders, but in a way, also with the fact of 
feedback. One of the respondents in community 1 remarked that members of the community 
do not always know where to turn with their feedback, and that this should be stated a little 
more clearly. This is also what Kim (2000) advocates in her basic principle of creating proper 
feedback loops for the community, and giving proper labels to show where the members can 
send their complaints, suggestions and wishes.  
 
Netiquette was mentioned in the interviews, both in community 1 and 2, and the informants 
also felt that they were uncertain whether there was a netiquette in place or not. Kim (2000) 
and Preece (2000) both talk about netiquette or how to behave within a community. Both 
authors point out that much of this expected behavior is perceived as common sense, but the 
respondents of the communities have also remarked that this is not always the case. 
Therefore, it would be a good idea for the communities to express how to behave in the 
community as well as what desired behavior is and is not.  
 
Finally, community 2 had a few factors which were not found in the responses from the 
informants in community 1. One of them was the fact that leaders of the community need 
proper training, and with that, the respondent were referring to room leaders. However, 
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another respondent from the community considered the moderators of the community to be 
poorly trained, and training is one of the things that Kim (2000) especially advocates for 
leaders. She remarks that it might take some time to set up a good leadership program, but 
that the community will benefit from this in the end.  
 
One of the respondents thought that problem solving was something that the community 
leaders should do more, and not blindly follow the rules. However, the observation of the 
community also showed that this was pretty much how the moderators of the site actually 
worked. The respondent also remarked upon the communication in the community, and she 
thought that the communication could work a lot better. One of the respondents from 
community 2 thought that she already got prompt responses from the admin when they were 
needed, but this was not something that other respondents mentioned as well. Overall, the 
communication is something which the literature considers to be important, both in feedback 
loops and how to communicate the community’s purpose.  
 
The members had a lot of factors in common between the two communities, but there were 
some differing thoughts from the respondents as well. Many of these factors were already 
mentioned by the leaders, and supported by the literature, yet some new items were added to 
the list of successful factors.  
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5. Discussion and Conclusions 
 
In this section, I intend discuss my purposes to get an answer to the question asked in the 
beginning of the paper. I also aim to discuss my choice of method and what I could have done 
different in the study.  
 

5.1 Method Criticism 
 
My method has clearly lain out from the start, and I also knew what I wanted to study from 
the very beginning. This meant that I could start reading up on the topic very early on, and 
create theoretical frame that has been the foundation not only for my study, but also 
concerning the structure of the paper in the end. The key aspects were however not the 
foundation for the structure of the paper from the start, as I started out by more or less blindly 
following the structure of Preece (2000) model of a virtual community with sociability and 
usability as the main aspects. If I were to do the study all over again, I would have followed 
my own structure right from the start and saved myself a lot of time and writing.  
 
The literature that I have used might also be considered as a weak spot, as I have used mainly 
two references, Kim (2000) and Preece (2000), for my theoretical frame. I have not been able 
to find any more recent material, and the few sources in combination with older publication 
years might make my theoretical frame somewhat limited. I do however believe that the 
sources used are relevant for the topic, and that I have used them in a consistent manner. If I 
had had more time, I would have tried to gather more sources for my theoretical frame and 
expanded it. Some of the sections of my theory chapter have not been used, like the Definition 
of a Virtual Community, but I believe that this section is essential to explain the foundation of 
virtual communities for the reader.  
 
I have gathered material from different means of method: questionnaire, observation, 
documents and interviews. When it comes to the questionnaire, the responses to it have been 
rather varied, and in community 2 I had very few respondents. There are a lot of reasons that 
can explain what this happened, and among them is the fact that I was not fortunate enough to 
get my own little board to post the various questions. I had to post the questionnaire in one 
post, on one of the general boards in the forum which might have lead to the fact that it 
disappeared among other threads. Even though it was stickied at the top of the board, there 
were so few responses that I suspect that it simply disappeared in the massive amount of posts 
made each day. Another reason might be that the questionnaire was posted on one thread, 
which made it look very lengthy, and few respondents had the patience to fill out all the 
questions. The questionnaire was posted in the open, and the respondents in this community 
responded publicly – this could have been a reason for few responses, however I also gave 
people the possibility of sending the responses to me in emails and via the private message 
feature on the board – so it is my belief that this had little or no consequence regarding the 
response rate. 
 
The interviews of both communities have given much material, and I still have to question the 
reliability of the answers from the respondents. When it comes to community 1, one of the 
respondents pointed out that the community felt a little Stepford, and this comment makes me 
wonder if the respondents did dare to state their opinions. I ensured the confidentiality of the 
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study for each informant in the study, by telling them that no one would have access to the 
material as well as that all informants would remain anonymous. I therefore do not believe 
that the informants felt forced to respond positively about the community. However, as I have 
mentioned before, I have also realized that many of the respondents have been involved as 
staff, moderators or other leadership roles within the community, and this might make the 
informants a hint biased in their answers.  
 
I also have some doubts regarding the answers from two of the respondents in community 2 
as well, which has been mentioned in an earlier chapter. A month or so after the concluding of 
my interviews with them, respondents F and I moved their chat room to another chat site. 
This causes the reliability of their answers to lessen, but it is also important to remember that 
they were not the only ones on the council of the chat room. I would also like to point out that 
the respondents did not mention this change in any way, and they were in fact very positive 
when it came to the community. In retrospective, I could perhaps have asked them about their 
future plans, but it is also easy to say that now.  
 
The observation of the community have perhaps not given any tangible results within the 
analysis, but I have found that my observation have often contributed to a more complete 
picture of the communities in the study. It has often been used to highlight certain answers 
from the respondents, and to bring out a more full view of what is taking place within the 
communities in the study.  
 
Finally, I would like to address the issue of my own role as a researcher and member of the 
two communities. I believe I have conducted this study as an impartial and objective 
researcher, and only used my role as a member to gain access to the community and the 
respondents. Some of the observation in the community might have been coloured by a 
subjective perspective, but I have also tried to not let any of my personal opinions influence 
the study.  
 

5.2 Survey and Identification of Success Factors 
 
The first part of my purpose stated my intention of surveying and identifying factors that are 
important for the success of a virtual community. I have derived some key aspects from the 
literature, and used them to create a good theoretical frame for the study. This theoretical 
frame has then been applied to the study of the two communities and their processes.  

Community and Membership 
 
Community 1 is described more or less the same by all the respondents, which can be 
connected to the fact that community 1 has a well-defined purpose which is stated directly at 
the website. The purpose of the community is learning more about digital graphics and having 
fun on the way, and this is also something which many of the informants say that they do. 
Community 2 gets a wider range of answers from the respondents, but this might be because 
the purpose is not as clearly stated. When looking at the website, there is just a tagline to 
explain what the community strives to be – the ultimate site for online gaming, roleplaying 
and chatting. This might be one of the reasons to why the respondents do not feel there is a 
sense of community present in the community. The informants do however feel that there is a 
sense of community in the sub-communities present at the site – once more, this might be 
because the sub-communities as chat rooms present their purpose in a clear and concise way. 
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The theoretical frame suggests a clear statement regarding the purpose of a community, and 
that it is shown plainly in the community as well. A clearly stated purpose gives a more 
coherent and successful community, says Kim (2000), and we can see that this is also the case 
within the two communities of the study. 
 
A few of the respondents remark that they were attracted to the communities due to the fact 
that for instance the novice program was for free, but I have not found any remarks made in 
the literature regarding the difference of a free-of-charge community versus a charging one 
when it comes to design. It is therefore my conclusion that a free-of-charge community is 
essentially built the same way as a charging community is. 
 
Growth and change is another aspect which the theoretical frame emphasizes, and this has 
also been mentioned in the study. In community 1, it was especially mentioned by the owner 
and founder that the community was constantly changing and growing. This is also advocated 
by Kim (2000) who tells us to always design a community for change and growth. It is 
however not always certain that the members of the community will feel the same way, as 
many respondents from community 1 have expressed their concerns regarding the change of 
software for the forum. The owner remarks on this by saying that members look at change 
from a user’s perspective, and not from a webmaster’s. The members do not know that change 
and progress is needed like a webmaster does, respondent E says. When we look at 
community 2, Respondent H thinks that community 2 is always changing, but later on in the 
interview she says that there are less people moving through the community, and with that, 
there is less change and less growth within the community.  
 

Activity 
 
The study showed that respondents spend a lot of time in their respective communities and 
that they are spending their time online in the various gathering places of the community – be 
it chat room or forum. Gathering places are important, or else there would not be any 
interaction taking place in the community. Kim (2000) says that gathering places need to be 
set up to reinforce the purpose of the community, and at the same time, make sure that the 
members’ needs are met. This holds true for both communities within the study, as their 
gathering places are the focal point of the communities, and where most of the members 
gather.  
 
Sharing is an activity which many of the respondents of community 1 mention spontaneously, 
and respondents from community 2 say that they share what they can when asked about it. It 
appears as if it is mostly knowledge shared in the community, as many of the respondents 
from both communities show that they have been approached by newcomers in the 
community and have helped them out. But sharing is not just about knowledge and resources, 
it is also about sharing personal thoughts, and in order to do such a thing, there has to be a 
level of trust present within the community. Trust is built on interactions with people in the 
community, and it is therefore only natural that the respondents tend to trust well-established 
members of the community more than they trust newbies. Therefore, in order for a 
community to establish a sharing environment, it first needs to establish an environment of 
trust.  
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Member Influence 
 
Member influence is something that the theoretical frame heavily emphasizes, or rather, Kim 
(2000) suggests that community management should create feedback loops within the 
community. Informants from community 1 claim that there are certain venues that can be used 
for feedback, and also that members are listened to when they put forward opinions. This is 
however not an opinion shared by all the respondents from the community, in fact, quite a lot 
of members feel that they have little or no influence – and that their opinions are not even 
wanted. This is also the case in community 2 where many respondents think that they almost 
no say when it comes to the future of the community, and that their feedback means nothing. 
But respondents from both communities do feel that they want to influence the community in 
some way, and that they want to give feedback. Therefore, we can draw the conclusion that 
the establishment of feedback loops is a success factor, but it is also essential to show that 
feedback is in fact used as Kim advocates.  
 
The empowerment of members is another factor which is mentioned in the interviews, and the 
founder of community 1 shows that she is involving the members of the community in the 
running of the same. One of the respondents from the community also remarked that the fact 
that the community is now run by a board has made it stronger. This is what Kim (2000) 
recommends, and she says that members should play a larger role in the community building 
and maintenance over time. There is some member involvement present in community 2, as 
moderators are chosen from applications sent in by members of the community. However, 
there seems to be little involvement of members when it comes to actually running the 
community.  
 

Trust and Security 
 
Trust has been mentioned above under the section regarding activity, but it is also an issue 
which has shown up often during the interviews. Trust and relationships go hand in hand as 
has been expressed before, and it appears to be a factor which contributes to the success of the 
community. Community 1 appears to have a higher level of trust within the community in 
contrast to community 2, where many of the respondents claimed that they do not trust the 
community as a whole. Reasons for this appear to be the presence of many predators in the 
community as well as a biased staff. Trust is one of the success factors, and a community 
must also try to build for a high level of trust within in the community. It is crucial that 
leaders within a community are trustworthy, says Kim (2000), and that they are also 
displaying this behaviour. A community does need good role models, after all.  
 

Policies 
 
Another aspect that has come up often during the material gathering is policies. Many of the 
respondents have referred to rules, guidelines and policies when they have been asked what 
can be done better in both communities. Kim (2000) and Preece (2000) both recommend 
stating policies clearly and making them visible for the community. They should also be 
connected to the purpose, and of course, be enforced when needed. Policies cover other issues 
such as netiquette, FAQs and governance of the community, and these issues have also been 
addressed in the study.  
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Community 1 seems to have unwritten rules when it comes to how to conduct yourself within 
the community. The founder says that it is all about common sense, and that most issues are 
dealt with in private. However, this does not appear to be solely a good thing, as one of the 
members of the community remarks that the community feels a little Stepford. A few of the 
respondents have also expressed their displeasure at the editing of posts in the forum, and they 
remark that there does not appear to be any policies and no free speech when admin can edit 
and remove posts without explanation.  
 
Community 2 leaves the netiquette in the hands of the users, or so one of the respondents 
remarks, and she continues with pointing out that this is not always a good thing. Free speech 
is also mentioned along with netiquette, and the study shows that some of the members feel 
disgruntled considering the editing and locking of posts in the forum. They feel like the free 
speech is very much in the hands of admin and staff, but this is also something that is stated in 
the chat rules of the community. Some of the respondents also expressed concerns when it 
comes to the enforcing of policies, and so, we can come to the conclusion that community 2 
might need to look over the policies present within the community, and perhaps evaluate 
them.  
 
Policies are crucial for a community as they set the tone of the community, and regulate the 
activity therein. Kim (2000) recommends an etiquette cycle for the development of rules, and 
also to update them regularly to match the growth of the community. Policies can make a 
community make or break, and it is important to not only have policies, but also enforce them 
when needed. Actions need to have consequences, and this should be shown publicly within 
the community.  
 

Communication 
 
Communication is of course important within a community, and it is pretty much what the 
medium Internet is there for – to communicate with other people all over the world. 
Communication might seem like a factor that comes naturally in a community, but a few 
features might need to be addressed. One of these features is the site-wide communication 
which is essential in an organization according to Hård af Segerstad (2002) in order for 
relationships to develop. Kim (2000) shows that the upper levels of management need to 
communicate and be present within the community, and not only to address issues that have 
occurred in the community. Instead, the author recommends communication that enforces the 
purpose of the community, and that good role models are shown off regularly. It is my belief 
that both communities would benefit from a more regular presence of upper levels of 
management, and also, communication to show off positive things within the community. 
  

Leaders 
 
People are what virtual communities are built up of, and people in special roles such as 
leaders are even more important for the development of the community. Leaders in a 
community need to lead by example, and this also needs to be showcased within the 
community, as has been mentioned in previous sections. The communities in the study show 
that leaders need to be guided by rules and expectations, and that these expectations should be 
visible to the public. Another thing that was remarked upon was the attitude of leaders, which 
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of course is outlined in the aforementioned leader guidelines. Many of the respondents felt 
that leaders were not quite as unbiased, fair and polite as they could be, and one respondent 
from community 2 also claimed that the leaders of the community were poorly trained.  
 
Training and the establishment of a leadership manual are two things that Kim (2000) 
advocates for a good community. The author also thinks that it is extremely important to 
gather feedback from the leaders, as they are the ones who are out in the community and 
observe the happenings taking place. These aspects are something that both communities 
could use to look over and establish, in order for the communities to grow even more 
successful. Finally, leaders should also be aware about that their actions have consequences, 
and if their behaviour does not benefit the community, the person responsible for the 
community should be prepared to admonish the leader.  
 

5.3 Comparison Between the Views of Leaders and Members 
 
The second part of my purpose declared my aim of investigating whether there were 
differences in views between leaders and members of the communities in my study. In the 
previous chapter I did a comparison between the two communities on the different levels, and 
I will now compare these results to establish whether there are differences in views between 
leaders and members.  
 
In this comparison between leaders and members, I tried to only use the factors from the 
earlier chapter that were mentioned in both communities on the different levels. This showed 
however that only two factors were shared between leaders and members, and I therefore 
decided to use factors that quite simply were mentioned on both levels of users. These factors 
are shown in table 5. As can be seen in the table, a few of the factors were mentioned by 
leaders and members alike. We can also note as has been shown in the previous section that 
many of the factors are tied in with others, and that it can be hard to separate the key aspects 
sometimes.  
 
Leaders Members 
Sharing Sharing 
Trust Trust 
Relationships Relationships 
Netiquette Netiquette 
Community-run site Community run by board 
Easy to get a hold of admin, senior staff Prompt responses from admin 
Guidelines for community as a whole Guidelines 
 Sense of community 
 Member influence 
 Policies 
 Enforce policies 
 Attitude of leaders 
Change  
Feedback  
Free speech  
Guidelines and expectations for leaders  
Table 5. Comparison between leaders and members. 
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Sharing, trust and relationships are the first factors in table 5, and these factors are also 
closely related. As has been shown earlier in the paper, relationships can only be built out of 
trust, and trust grows out of interactions with other people. The concept is therefore a tricky 
one, and it is a concept that a community builder must have in mind when building a 
community. Both leaders and members have seen sharing and relationships as positive things 
within the community, and many of the respondents have claimed that they wish to give back 
to the community what they have received. This can be seen as a perfect example of 
reciprocity, and it shows that there always will be a surplus of giving in the community which 
will make it last longer.  
 
Netiquette and guidelines are factors that tend to share boundaries, and these things were also 
mentioned by leaders and members alike. However, the views on these things were not 
always alike, as members sometimes felt that policies were not stated well enough and not 
enforced properly in the community. Netiquette is almost always described as common sense 
in the theoretical frame, but the members of the communities felt that this is not always the 
case – in fact, netiquette seems to be left up to the user, and users do not always share the 
same views to what is proper behavior. Therefore, desired behavior and undesired behavior 
need to be stated in the community.  
 
The management of the community is something that members and leader of community 1 
have brought up, and both sides have been positive regarding the fact that members are 
present within the running of the community. The empowerment of members is also 
something that Kim (2000) thinks is positive for the community in the end. Community 2 
does not mention anything about this, but on the other hand, here both leaders and members 
think it is positive to get a prompt response from admin. It is however not always the case in 
community 2.  
 
Finally, a lot of aspects were mentioned on either side but not brought up on the other. This 
does show that even though members and leaders share a lot of views, there are still some 
aspects that are not mutual. It is my belief that both communities would benefit from listening 
more to the members present within them to strengthen the respective communities further.  
 

5.4 Conclusions 
 
My problem for this paper has been: what aspects contribute to the growth of a successful 
virtual community? In order to answer my question, I have completed a study of two virtual 
communities in which I have identified several factors that contribute to the growth and 
success of an online community. I also wanted to see if there were any differences in the 
views of leaders and members of the communities, and therefore made sure to interview 
people from both levels in the communities.  
 
My conclusions from this study are that there are a lot of factors that can contribute to the 
success for a community, but some are more important than others. I have also found out that 
members and leaders not always have the same opinions regarding what is going on the 
community, and their views do differ when it comes to what makes a community successful. 
It is crucial to listen to members as well as leaders present within a community, and but also 
to communicate with them as well as to show them what the purpose of the community is.  
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To answer the question that has been the foundation of my study, I claim that the following 
aspects contribute towards the success of a virtual community: 
 

- State the purpose of the community clearly 
- Create clear and concise policies, and enforce them. 
- Encourage and establish trust in the community.  
- Create feedback loops within the community, going both ways.  
- Ensure that the community has good and strong leaders.  

 
In conclusion, we can only note that, like Alice, we are wandering through a virtual 
Wonderland, and are exploring the various nooks and angles we come across. We happen 
upon established communities, and curious characters that are almost as the strange as the 
creatures who inhabit Alice’s Wonderland. We can only ask ourselves: where will the white 
rabbit take us next? 
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Appendix 1 - Initial mindmap 
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Appendix 2 - Semi-structured interview guide 
 
 
Community and membership 
 

- Member of community, role. 
- Sense of community 
- Reason for signing up 
- Comparison to other communities 

 
Activity 
 

- Logged in, visiting the community 
- Activities 
- Sharing 
- Debates 

 
Member Influence 
 

- Influence in community 
- Same for all 
- Listened to 

 
Trust and Security 
 

- Trust 
- Policies 
- Safe 

 
Policies 
 

- Rules 
- Enforcement 
- Netiquette 
- Governance 

 
Communication 
 

- Site-wide 
- Member to member 
- Staff to member 
- Policies 

 
Moderators and staff 
 

- Roles 
- Training 
- Policies 
- Conduct 
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Appendix 3 - Questionnaire 
 
Community and membership 
 
- How long have you been a member of this community? 
- Do you feel like a part of the community?  
- Is there a sense of community here, and what creates that sense? 
- Is this sense important to you? 
- Why are you a member here? 
- What aspects, benefits, etc attracted you to this community, and what made you sign up? 
- How did you hear about this community? 
 
Activity 
 
- How often to do you visit the community? 
- How long are you logged in, participating on an average day? 
- What do you do? (Browsing, reading, responding, chatting, etc) 
- Do you share information, knowledge, help others?  
- What are debates generally concerning? (Any special topics that get discussed a lot, are 
there any?) 
 
Member influence 
 
- Do you believe you can influence the future of the community, the decisions made here? 
- Would you like to influence what happens in the community, and make decisions? 
- Do all members have the same opportunity to influence the community? 
- How engaged are you in this community? Would you like to be involved more? 
 
Trust and security 
 
- How much do you trust the community? 
- Can you express whatever you wish to express? 
- Is there a policy for free speech?  
- Is there a policy for Netiquette? (rules for conduct, how to communicate, common sense, 
etc) 
- Is the community safe? 
 
Communication 
 
- How do you communicate your opinions? 
- Are guidelines, rules, etc. clear regarding policies and purpose? 
 
Moderators and staff 
 
- How do you perceive the moderators of the community? 
- Are they doing their job well?  
- What is their job? 
- Is there anything they should be doing different? 
 

 88


