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Abstract 
With the aim of contributing to the existing knowledge of brand community members and their 
willingness to share ideas, we investigate whether and how brand community innovators’ 1) lead 
user characteristics, 2) brand community identification, 3) brand knowledge, 4) brand loyalty, and 
5) preferences regarding the brand owner’s interference in community activities influence their 
willingness to share their ideas with the company. In contrast to earlier studies, which inquired into 
brand community members’ intentions to share their ideas (Füller et al., 2008), we studied members 
who had already innovated and were actively involved in innovation processes. 
 
Using a survey of the Adult Fans of Lego (AFOL) community, we found that brand community 
members’ willingness to share their ideas is positively related to the ahead of the trend dimension of 
lead user characteristics, brand community identification, and brand loyalty. Interference by the 
company in community activities also plays a role. Surprisingly, the brand community innovators 
perceive this role oppositely to what prior research on firm-hosted and open-source communities 
suggests. This study extends our knowledge of brand communities by demonstrating how brand 
community innovators’ interpersonal contexts, personal traits, and brand perceptions may promote 
or demote willingness to share.  
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Introduction 
 
In this paper we investigate whether and how brand community innovators’ 1) lead user 

characteristics, 2) brand community identification, 3) brand knowledge, 4) brand loyalty, and 5) 

preferences regarding the structural relationship between the brand community and the company 

behind the brand are related to the innovators’ willingness to share their ideas with the company. 

Unlike user communities (von Hippel, 2001), communities of practice (Brown and Duguid, 1991, 

Wenger, 1998), and traditional communities such as family and local neighborhoods (Jannowitz, 

1952), brand communities are explicit commercial social collectives centered on a brand (Muniz 

and O'Guinn, 2001). Several studies note that brand community members tend to be willing to share 

their ideas with the company behind the brand (e.g., Jeppesen and Frederiksen, 2006, Füller et al., 

2007). Yet, the only study that directly examined this topic did not find evidence that brand 

community members are willing to share their ideas with the company (Füller et al., 2008). More 

precisely, Füller et al. (2008) examined the ”willingness to engage in open innovation projects for 

their favored brand” (p. 610) and found that “community members […] are not particularly willing 

to share their knowledge with the brand” (p. 615). On the other hand, the authors found that 

personal traits such as task motivation and involvement, skills, innovativeness, and trust in the 

brand play a determining role in motivating members to contribute to innovation projects initiated 

by their favored brand (ibid.). This finding is surprising. First, brand community members are 

known eagerly to embrace every chance to interact and bond with the company behind the brand 

(McAlexander and Schouten, 1998, McAlexander et al., 2002). Second, brand community members 

are found to be emotionally invested in the well-being and success of the company (McAlexander et 

al., 2002). In essence, brand community members want “their” brand to succeed, and they see 

themselves as contributing to the brand’s success (Muniz and Schau, 2005). This is a characteristic 
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which clearly distinguishes brand community members from members of user communities, who 

are perfectly content without any contact with firms (Lüthje, 2004).  

 

We believe that the main reason for Füller et al.’s (2008) surprising finding is related to the 

community which they chose to study. The authors did not state whether the community they 

studied did indeed feature the three marks that define brand community (i.e., consciousness of kind, 

shared morals, and rituals and traditions, Muniz and O'Guinn, 2001). Their sample consisted of “car 

enthusiasts who attended the Volkswagen Golf GTI meeting” in Austria (Füller et al., 2008: 613). 

They thus seem to measure identification with other fans at a specific meeting at a specific location. 

Consequently, we believe that the group studied is what Fournier and Lee (2009) label a pool. 

Members of a pool have strong associations with a shared activity or goal, e.g., ownership of a GTI 

and participation in the meeting, but have loose associations with one another; they share a set of 

abstract beliefs but their social interaction is limited. Opposite to this, members of a brand 

community have strong social ties to each other and share a sense of we-ness (Muniz and O'Guinn, 

2001). This we find to be a convincing reason for revisiting the current understanding of the drivers 

of the brand community members’ willingness to share ideas with the brand owners. 

 

Another possible reason for Füller et al.’s (2008) surprising finding may be related to how the 

authors phrased their questions about willingness to share ideas and knowledge. In their survey, the 

authors asked about the respondents’ willingness to participate in the brand owner’s open 

innovation projects. Participating in such projects, which are usually outlined by the company 

beforehand, implies collaboration in a predefined way, an exchange of a kind. In our study, we 
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therefore explicitly ask about willingness to share without attaching this willingness to expecting 

anything in return or to a predefined way of sharing. 

 

Another two findings, which Füller et al. (2008) themselves also describe as surprising, are that 

neither brand community identification nor brand knowledge had an effect on community members’ 

willingness to share. This is surprising because brand community identification and brand 

knowledge have been found to increase community engagement (Algesheimer et al., 2005). Being 

engaged and integrated into the community has, in turn, a positive effect on member loyalty 

towards the company (McAlexander et al., 2003). In the context of firm-hosted communities, 

Wiertz and de Ruyter (2007) revealed that commitment to the community affects both the quality 

and quantity of members’ knowledge contributions. Consequently, the community members’ 

willingness to share innovations with the company may be closely related to the nature of their 

brand community membership. These surprising results might thus also be related to the specific 

setting which Füller et al. (2008) chose to study, and which, as already mentioned, resembles a pool 

rather than an actual brand community. This calls for a re-examination of the effect of brand 

community identification and brand knowledge on members’ willingness to share.  

 

Regarding the mentioned relational aspects of community membership, in their study of a firm-

hosted community, Wiertz and de Ruyter (2007) argue that the host firms should refrain from 

interfering in the community activities, because the company is seen as a service provider rather 

than an active participant in the social life of the community. Also, a study of two open source 

communities concluded that differences in governance structure affect participation in these 

communities (Shah, 2006). In particular, the higher levels of control exercised in the community 
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were negatively associated with the members’ willingness to contribute to the community. It 

remains unclear whether these empirical findings in the literature on open source communities and 

firm-hosted communities can be extended to the context of brand communities. Thus, there seems 

to be both a managerial and a theoretical need for a better understanding of the factors influencing 

brand community members’ willingness to share ideas, and whether the company’s role in relation 

to the community should be a passive or an active one. 

 

With the aim of contributing to the existing knowledge on brand community members and their 

willingness to share ideas with brand owners, in this paper, we inquire into brand community 

members’ intentions to share their pre-developed ideas. In contrast to earlier studies dealing with 

the same topic (Füller et al., 2008), we studied brand community innovators, i.e. members who had 

already innovated objects of relevance to their brand consumption experience and were actively 

involved in innovation processes. We study the effects of five particular variables on community 

innovators’ willingness to share ideas. We thus revisit brand community identification and brand 

knowledge which showed a surprising lack of effect on willingness to share in Füller et al.’s (2008) 

study. We also include lead user characteristics, rather than innovativeness, which Füller et al. 

(2008) studied since lead user characteristics more explicitly measure the ability to develop new 

product ideas that are both truly novel and have a potentially high commercial value (Herstatt and 

von Hippel, 1992). Furthermore, we include brand loyalty instead of Füller et al.’s (2008) brand 

trust, because brand trust is only an antecedent to brand loyalty. It is brand loyalty that leads to 

certain marketing advantages (e.g., more new customers), greater market share and brand 

profitability (Aaker, 1991, Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001) and as such may be a more suitable 
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predictor of willingness to share ideas with the brand owners. Finally, we add a new variable 

compared to Füller et al. (2008) and study the effect of governance structure as argued above.  

The paper is organized as follows: We begin with a literature review of brand community 

innovation, innovator characteristics and their willingness to share in the context of brand 

communities. Then, we elaborate the hypotheses that guided the study. Next, we explain the 

empirical context and the research methodology adopted. Finally, we discuss and conclude our 

findings. 

 

Literature review 

Brand Community Innovation 

Brand communities are explicit commercial social collectives that are centered on a brand (Muniz 

and O'Guinn, 2001). Brand communities typically, but not exclusively, form around brands with a 

strong image, a rich and lengthy history, and threatening competition (ibid.: 415). Our review shows 

that brand community members are indeed innovative and that their innovations are of great 

relevance to brand owners. For example, Füller et al. (2006) found that the Audi community 

members generated problem solutions of remarkable quality. 

 

The review further showed that members develop primarily incremental or so-called minor 

innovations. Minor innovations are those improvements that, for instance, lead to increased 

efficiency, cost reductions, quality boosts, etc. (von Hippel, 1988). For example, the modifications 

developed by Propellerhead users benefit other users by providing new features or content that is 

related to the original product (Jeppesen and Frederiksen, 2006). Brown (2007) shows how some 
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adult Harry Potter enthusiasts produce text and film with erotic content. While this content is 

inappropriate for a younger audience, for adult Harry Potter fans it provides richer understandings 

of the characters involved. Even in cases where the brand has been discontinued, members have 

proven able to improve and sustain brand usage and brand loyalty (Muniz and Schau, 2005), such as 

in the case of the Apple Newton brand community. This is because Newton users strongly believe 

in the high value of the Apple Newton and that it takes an entire community to keep this technology 

operating (Schau et al., 2009). Through the benefits provided by member innovations, Apple 

Newton consumers can continue to use their favored brand even though the official brand is no 

longer on the market place.  

So far, no major innovations, that is the changes that offer significant improvements in product 

performance (von Hippel, 1988), nor radical breakthrough innovations have been reported in 

empirical studies of brand communities. It is likely that no such observations have been made since 

none of the empirical studies have distinguished between the types of innovations produced by 

members. Nevertheless, Füller et al.’s (2006) observation that 3-15 % of user generated ideas and 

suggestions were new to the Audi R&D and marketing department indicates that brand community 

members do conceive other and more than minor improvement innovations. 

 

Brand Community Innovator Characteristics 

In a study of the NikeTalk community, which is centered on the Nike brand, Füller et al. (2007) 

found that brand community members who became innovators were either need-driven (20 % of the 

ideas that were posted by community members were driven by a perceived need for a product or a 

functionality that was yet not addressed by any of the brands on the market), or excitement-driven 
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(80 % of the proposed ideas were motivated by excitement, i.e., the fun, pleasure, and enjoyment 

that was associated with undertaking the innovation activity). Regarding the need-driven 

innovators, user innovation studies conducted in similar categories (outdoor sports, Lüthje, 2004) 

identified the desire to execute the sport more effectively as a key motivating factor. Similarly, 

studies of open-source communities show that the need for software-related changes, alterations, or 

assistance leads users to contribute code (Shah, 2006). Füller et al. (2007) further find that 

compared to the need-driven innovators, the excitement-driven innovators are more prolific, skill 

oriented, and engaged in all aspects of the innovation process. They are to a greater extent 

motivated by other members’ recognition, and they often advance their ideas through the feedback 

they receive from other members. Jeppesen and Frederiksen’s (2006) study of the Propellerhead 

firm-hosted community showed that, while these users also desired to be recognized, it was not so 

much the admiration of peers they were seeking but that of the firm. The study further showed that 

it was the hobbyists (i.e., users whose main source of income is not the development or use of the 

Propellerhead brand) rather than the professionals (i.e., users who work professionally with sound 

production and processing) who contributed with innovations. This is because the professionals 

lacked IT skills and they did not have the time or the technical experience that was needed to create 

“mods” and other extras (Jeppesen and Frederiksen, 2006: 55). 

 

Brand Community Innovators and Their Willingness to Share Ideas with Companies 

Based on the findings derived from the study of the NikeTalk brand community, Füller et al. (2007) 

stated that ”several observations indicate that community members are typically willing to share 

their thoughts with producers free of charge” (p. 68). Also, the study found that innovators actively 
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initiated contacts with sporting goods companies hoping to be hired. Another study cited 

Propellerhead management for saying that users ”willingly helped Propellerhead by suggesting and 

delivering concrete solutions to their development problems, and they have thus marked influence 

on the direction of product development and have shown the firm new applications of their own 

products” (Jeppesen and Frederiksen, 2006: 49). Yet, the only study that has directly inquired into 

brand community members’ willingness to share their ideas with brand owners concluded 

that ”[c]ommunity members who are knowledgeable about the brand and its products are not 

automatically willing to share their knowledge with the brand, at least not if the brand asks 

consumers to contribute to a very specific topic, in this case innovations” (Füller et al., 2008: 615). 

Instead they point to personal traits like task motivation and involvement, skills, innovativeness, 

and trust in the brand as playing a determining role in motivating members to contribute to 

innovation projects initiated by their favored brand (Füller et al., 2008). Fundamentally, their 

findings question the benefits of specifically selecting brand communities as a site to search for 

consumer innovations as members will likely oppose to sharing their ideas. Their findings are as the 

authors also note surprising (Füller et al., 2008). This is especially so, we argue, when viewed from 

the perspective of the brand community literature. Here, studies consistently describe brand 

community members as active brand loyalists who are deeply interested in, knowledgeable about, 

and devoted to the brand (Schouten and McAlexander, 1995, Muniz and O'Guinn, 2001, 

McAlexander et al., 2002, Broderick et al., 2003, Belk and Tumbat, 2005, Muniz and Schau, 2005, 

Cova and Pace, 2006, Schau et al., 2009). Brand community members are described as keenly 

embracing the chance to interact and bond with the company behind the brand (McAlexander and 

Schouten, 1998). In addition, brand community membership itself exposes members to a network of 

relationships (McAlexander et al., 2002), which improves their integration into the community 
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thereby increasing their loyalty towards the brand (McAlexander et al., 2003). Of particular 

importance to our research therefore are the members’ activities and behaviors during their 

community participation, as these can potentially explain the differences in community members’ 

willingness to share their innovations with the company behind the brand.  

 

Moreover, the brand community literature consistently makes note of the link between consumers’ 

participation in brand community activities and their desire to contribute to the firm’s success 

(McAlexander et al., 2002, Muniz and Schau, 2005). This puts focus on the structural relationship 

between the firm and the community. Because the social dynamics of communities appear to be 

strong (Wiertz and de Ruyter, 2007), the role that the company chooses to play in community 

activities may determine the outcome of community efforts. Thus, willingness to share with the 

company may also depend on the structural relationship between the community and the company. 

 

Consequently, in order to learn more about brand community members as innovators and the role 

they may potentially play in regard to companies’ development projects, we compare and contrast 

data collected among brand community members who had innovated objects of relevance to their 

brand consumption experience.  

 

Hypotheses 

In this section we elaborate the hypotheses that guided the study. These hypotheses are motivated 

by our intention to explore brand community innovators with regard to sharing behavior, lead user 
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characteristics, brand community identification, brand knowledge, brand loyalty, and governance 

structure. 

 

Sharing behavior and lead user characteristics 

Brand communities consist of individuals who apply knowledge and skills to transform ideas into 

products, usually in collaboration with other community members (Füller et al., 2007). Obviously, 

not all members like or are interested in sharing their ideas and knowledge. However, those who do 

share usually enjoy advantages such as learning and knowledge creation (Nonaka, 1994), reputation 

building (Wasko and Faraj, 2005), career advancement (Lerner and Tirole, 2002), and the creation 

of bonds among those with common interests (Lave and Wenger, 1991). We therefore argue that 

those members who are willing to share their innovations with the community and the company, are 

also more likely to possess lead user characteristics. The lead user concept is two-dimensional. Lead 

users are known as those who 1) recognize an important market trend before other users and 2) 

expect to obtain high benefits from creating solutions to their needs, hence they innovate (von 

Hippel, 2005, Franke et al., 2006). Indeed, when members share knowledge and information outside 

of the boundaries of the community and thus span multiple settings, they are usually more likely to 

be innovative (Füller et al., 2007). One reason for this relationship is that they are exposed to more 

diverse knowledge, which creates increased opportunities for the creative recombination of 

knowledge (Dahlander and Frederiksen, 2011), consequently they are thus to produce radically 

innovative solutions and concepts (Dahl and Moreau, 2002, Kratzer and Lettl, 2009). Studies of 

lead users revealed that this exposure is similar to what renders them capable of developing radical 

innovations, i.e., combining knowledge from different technological fields (von Hippel, 2005). 
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Consequently, we argue that those brand community members who demonstrate stronger sharing 

behavior are more likely to possess lead user characteristics. Hence, we hypothesize the following: 

H1a: Brand community innovators’ ahead of the trend dimension of lead user characteristics 

have a positive impact on their willingness to share their ideas with the brand owner. 

H1b: Brand community innovators’ high expected-benefits dimension of lead user 

characteristics have a positive impact on their willingness to share their ideas with the brand 

owner. 

 

 

Brand community identification 

According to consumer behavior theorists, some consumers experience particularly strong relations 

with the brands that they consume (Fournier, 1998). Because of these relations with the brand, they 

are known to seek out likeminded others with whom they can share their interest in the brand 

(Muniz and O'Guinn, 2001). This sharing behavior: 1) strengthens the social relationships among 

consumers (ibid.), 2) intensifies appreciation for the product, the brand and the marketers 

(McAlexander et al., 2002); 3) increases the consumers’ brand community integration (ibid.), and 4) 

boosts brand community identification (Algesheimer et al., 2005). Indeed, brand community 

identification implies close social relations in the community, such as friendships (McAlexander et 

al., 2002). Also, identification is positively related to participation in community activities. In a 

study on willingness to participate in union-based collective action, Kelly and Kelly (1994) found 

that the level of identification is reflected in the level of participation in activities such as meetings, 

union affair discussions and union journal reading. In brand communities, such participation might 
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involve participation in online discussions, attendance at local community meetings (user and brand 

communities often have local branches), or exploring the community website. Thus, members’ 

willingness to contribute by sharing their innovations will be related to the extent to which they 

identify with the community. Accordingly, we hypothesize the following:  

H2: Brand community innovators’ identification with the brand community has a positive 

impact on their willingness to share their ideas with the brand owner.  

 

Brand knowledge 

Here knowledge refers to the consumer’s knowledge of and experience with the brand 

(Algesheimer et al., 2005). Algesheimer et al. (2005) suggest that knowledgeable consumers get 

more involved with the brand and the community. This makes sense because social interaction ties 

have been linked to knowledge sharing (Chiu et al., 2006). Having more brand knowledge can both 

trigger increased levels of activity within the community and provide the members with more 

confidence to share their opinions (Bandura, 1982, Algesheimer et al., 2005). Indeed, confidence 

plays an important role because “self-referent thought […] mediates the relationship between 

knowledge and action” (Bandura, 1982: 122). Hence, when people are not convinced that their 

knowledge and expertise are sufficient, they are unlikely to share them (Wasko and Faraj, 2000). 

Therefore, we argue that brand community members’ willingness to share ideas and innovations 

will depend on their perceived level of brand knowledge. Accordingly, we hypothesize the 

following: 

H3: Brand community innovators’ brand knowledge has a positive impact on their 

willingness to share their ideas with the brand owner. 
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Brand loyalty 

We focus on attitudinal brand loyalty, because we are then better able to distinguish between brand 

loyalty and repeat buying (Day, 1969, Mellens et al., 1996). Attitudinal brand loyalty reflects the 

intention not only to repeat their purchase of the product but also to recommend it to others 

(Bennett et al., 2005). Most loyal customers would do so because the brand is in line with their 

personal values and they may even view themselves as representing the brand (Aaker, 1996). We 

expect a positive relationship between brand community innovators’ willingness to share and their 

brand loyalty. This result is expected because those brand community innovators who share more 

will also get more involved in community activities, which in turn exposes them more to social 

contracts and social consciousness upon which brand communities rest (Muniz and O'Guinn, 2001). 

For instance, brand communities celebrate the history of the brand but they also share moral 

responsibility. Such activities facilitate integration and member retention (ibid.). Brand community 

integration has already been found to play a powerful role in building loyalty (McAlexander et al., 

2003). By participating in community exchanges and building social bonds, brand community 

innovators have the opportunity to further develop their relationship with the brand. Hence, we 

hypothesize the following: 

H4: Brand community innovators’ brand loyalty has a positive impact on their willingness to 

share their ideas with the brand owner. 

 

Governance structure 
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To understand the effect of governance structure on sharing behavior we adapt the definition of 

community governance from the open source community literature. We thus define brand 

community governance as “the means of achieving the direction, control, and coordination” of 

autonomous individuals participating in and contributing to a brand community (Markus, 2007: 

152). One of the central dimensions in this definition is the source of control and direction in 

communities, which can be internal or external. By getting involved in the brand community 

activities, the company behind the brand can create room for steering and direction and thus change 

patterns of interactions to maximize the values that can be realized through those interactions – a 

key dimension of the concept of governance (Lynn et al., 2001). But how would brand community 

members feel about a company interfering in community activities? How would it affect their 

willingness to share innovations? 

 

Prior research has found that differences in governance structure affect participation in open source 

communities. More specifically, “the level of control exercised in the community” influences 

community members’ “choice to participate” (Shah, 2006: 1008). Many community members who 

experience high levels of control thus choose not to contribute to the community (ibid.). In the 

context of firm-hosted communities, Wiertz and de Ruyter (2007) found that both the quantity and 

quality of members’ knowledge contributions are mainly driven by their commitment to the 

community rather than their commitment to the host firm. Their study further revealed that 

commitment to the host firm, in fact, has no effect on the quantity of contributions, while its effect 

on the quality of contributions is negative. One explanation put forward is that not only do 

communities “develop a life of their own” but “the social group dynamics of the community 

dominate any other influences” (ibid.: 370). Intervening in those community dynamics may thus not 
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be welcome by community members, and in particular by those members most immersed into the 

community’s social life, which may result in an unwillingness to share innovations.    

 

Consequently, if governance structure influences the motives that drive activities in communities, 

we argue that it also influences the innovating members’ willingness to share their innovations. In 

particular, we expect that any attempt by the company behind the brand to interfere in community 

activities will have a negative impact on the members’ willingness to share innovations. Although 

interference does not necessarily equal control, it can be perceived as a way of influencing and 

directing activities. As a result, we expect that the innovators who are most willing to share will 

exhibit a greater degree of resistance to such interferences. 

H5: Brand community innovators’ preference for the brand owner’s interference in 

community activities has a negative impact on their willingness to share their ideas with the 

brand owner. 

 

Research setting and methods 

 

Empirical context: The Adult Fans of Lego community 

The Adult Fans of Lego (AFOL) community is comprised of adult Lego hobbyists. The community 

grew big with the advent of social media. Today, it is estimated that there are over 100,000 active 

AFOLs worldwide organized in over 150 Lego User Groups (Antorini et al., 2012). AFOLs 

typically use Lego elements for creative purposes. They create new designs and use building 

techniques that improve and occasionally introduce radical new ways of using and experiencing 

Lego products (Antorini, 2007, Bender, 2010, Antorini and Muniz, 2012). AFOLs share their Lego 
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models on social media sites and online forums and at events organized by either AFOLs 

themselves or Lego. They have co-created several successful products with the Lego Group, such as 

the Lego Architecture product line and various types of robotics sensors for the Lego Mindstorms 

NXT kit.  

 

The AFOL community was selected as a study context for other reasons as well. First, it is a well-

established brand community with elaborate community structures, processes, norms and rules 

(Antorini, 2007). These characteristics ensured that what we studied was indeed a brand community 

and not a user community or another type of community. Representing a case of a mature brand 

community, the AFOL community provides a rich context that intensely manifests the phenomenon 

of interest and as such is considered instrumental to obtain a better understanding of the selected 

topic. Because we study only one case, the results might not be validly generalizable to other 

communities, but they are expected to hold relevant insights and implications for similar brand 

communities, and create ground for further, larger scale testing. Second, this community is 

comprised of members who are generally skilled Lego builders and very involved in the activity of 

Lego building (Antorini, 2007, Bender, 2010, Antorini and Muniz, 2012). The presence of these 

characteristics is important because they explained Fuller et al.’s (2008) respondents’ willingness to 

share their ideas with companies. Third, the focus on a community that meets the needs of even the 

most demanding and serious Lego hobbyist distinguishes this research from previous studies on 

brand community innovation which have focused primarily on less mature communities. Finally, 

the study responds to the call for additional research on online communities centered around 

physical consumer goods (Füller et al., 2007).    
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Method 

Sample. To address the research questions, a web-based survey was conducted. A web-based survey 

was chosen because it reflects the normal mode of communication among AFOLs, which was 

electronic in nature. Moreover, the web-based survey enabled us to recruit AFOLs who were 

scattered all over the world and to collect data independent of shifting time zones and contexts. The 

survey was uploaded on LEGOFan.org on May 13, 2005. LEGOFan.org was owned by three 

AFOLs and functioned as a virtual meeting place for English-speaking AFOLs. To draw attention to 

the survey, it was announced on the AFOL site Lugnet.com and other local online AFOL 

communities. By May 31, 2005, 803 LEGOFan members had taken the survey. At the time of the 

survey, one of the site owners estimated that LEGOFan.org, the site on which we uploaded the 

questionnaire, had approximately 2,000 members. Consequently, the response rate for our survey 

was approximately 40%. It should be noted that this figure is only an estimate as the precise number 

of AFOLs is still unknown. Thus, we are unable to account for the “actual” response rate (i.e., how 

many members of the total AFOL population took the survey). However, at the time of data 

collection, the community had significantly fewer members than it has today. 

 

Of the 803 respondents who took the survey, 272 respondents (33.9 %) declared that they had 

innovated one or more things related to the Lego hobby. Furthermore, a text box was offered that 

enabled AFOLs to provide examples of the type of innovations that they had created and the years 

of the creations. Examining these examples, we found that 228 examples could not be labeled as 

innovations per se. Instead, they were either insignificant variations of Lego products that were 

already on the market or described using such vague terms and insufficient details regarding the 

claimed innovation that classification was impossible. These innovations were therefore removed 
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from the dataset. This left us with a total of 202 respondents (25 % of the respondents), who had 

innovated one or more things related to the Lego hobby. These respondents could all be classified as 

brand community innovators.  

 

Measures. To measure the constructs, we used single-item indicators for all but one construct, 

namely lead user characteristics, which is a two-dimensional construct (Franke et al., 2006), thus 

demanding two indicators. Our choice was based on prior research on brand and ad attitude, which 

demonstrated that the predictive validity of single-item measures is equal to that of multiple-item 

measures (Bergkvist and Rossiter, 2007) and empirically it showed that multiple-item scales are 

unnecessary for obtaining valid measurements (Bergkvist and Rossiter, 2009). Moreover, the use of 

single items has been found reliable if the constructs’ alpha values are higher than 0.90 and thus 

have a high internal consistency (Diamantopoulos et al., 2012). Regarding the constructs we study, 

prior research has shown that brand community identification (Matzler et al., 2011) and brand 

knowledge (Füller et al., 2008) both had alpha values of 0.91, while brand loyalty had an alpha 

value of 0.94 (Bennett et al., 2005). With respect to the lead user construct, studies usually treat it as 

a two-dimensional construct consisting of: 1) being ahead of the trend (AT) and 2) expecting high 

benefits from innovation (HB) dimensions (Franke and Shah, 2003, Skiba and Herstatt, 2008). 

Although Franke and Shah (2003) do not report Cronbach’s alpha for their analysis, Skiba and 

Herstatt (2008) do. Despite the fact that they report a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.83 for both dimensions 

of the lead user construct, which is slightly below the recommended level of 0.90, we are confident 

in using a single-item measure for each construct. This is also corroborated by the Cronbach’s alpha 

reported in Franke et al. (2006), where they use similar wordings measuring the HB dimension and 

report a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.84 (0.88 in the pilot). Finally, because no prior studies measured the 
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governance construct as defined here, we developed this construct based on a qualitative study by 

Wiertz and de Ruyter (2007), which also acted as the theoretical underpinning for our paper. 

 

As our dependent variable is willingness to share, we measured this using the following item: “In 

the future I expect to propose ideas to the Lego Group”. To measure the degree of lead user 

characteristics, two items were adopted from the lead user scale suggested by Franke and Shah 

(2003): one related to the AT dimension and another to the HB dimension. The items belonging to 

brand community identification and brand knowledge were developed based on Algesheimer et al. 

(2005). Those particular items were selected because friendships and strong social ties are central to 

developing identification, while product knowledge is a key dimension of brand knowledge. Indeed, 

also Füller et al. (2008) measure brand knowledge by inquiring into product knowledge, i.e., 

knowledge related to the GTI car model rather than to the brand of Volkswagen. Our measure of 

brand loyalty focused on attitudinal brand loyalty and was based on Bennett et al. (2005). Finally, to 

measure the structural relationship between the firm and the community, we developed an item 

based on Wiertz and de Ruyter’s (2007) findings regarding company interference. This item 

measures the preferred, rather than the actual, degree of interference. Table 1 shows the mentioned 

constructs together with their empirical operationalization. 

 

Control variables. To assess the factors influencing innovators’ willingness to share ideas, we 

control for age because of this personal characteristic’s relevance for predicting innovative behavior 

(Im et al., 2003). Further, we control for geographical location because cultural differences have 

been linked to the readiness for openness (Braun and Lejpras, 2014).  
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***** Table 1 ***** 

 

 

Findings 

The empirical analysis is based on regression analysis where we investigate the relationship 

between sharing behavior and the five independent variables appearing in our hypotheses. 

Furthermore, we control for age and geographical location. Since more than 98 % of our sample 

consists of males we chose not to control for gender. Table 2 holds the descriptive statistics of our 

constructs. For all but one construct the entire scale was utilized. Furthermore, we see that in 

general the mean is located around the middle category.  

 

***** Table 2 ***** 

 

Table 3 shows the results using standard OLS analysis. We also estimated the same regression using 

an ordered probit regression in order to assess the robustness of our results. This did not change any 

of the findings and hence for interpretational ease we prefer to report the results from the plain 

vanilla OLS regression.  

 

Lead user characteristics. The results confirmed H1 by showing that the ahead of the trend 

dimension of lead user characteristics is positively related to the members’ willingness to share 

innovations. Thus, the more the members think of themselves as being ahead of other AFOLs in 

recognizing new LEGO related ideas and solutions, the more readily they share their innovations 
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with the firm. Hypothesis H1b could not be confirmed. The high expected-benefits dimension of 

lead user characteristics is not related to willingness to share.  

 

Brand community identification. The analysis further revealed that the more brand community 

members are willing to share their innovations with the company, the more does it matter to them to 

be  an AFOL matter and the stronger are their ties to the AFOL community. They can thus be 

characterized as having a much stronger social tie to the community. This confirms H2 showing that 

the greater the innovators’ willingness to share, the more strongly they identify with the community.  

 

Brand knowledge. The analysis revealed that brand knowledge does not have an effect on 

willingness to share, thus rejecting H3. This means that even without an advantage in brand 

knowledge, brand community innovators who are willing to share are able to foreshadow needs and 

trends well before those innovators who are unwilling to share (von Hippel, 1988).  

 

***** Table 3 ***** 

 

Brand loyalty. With regard to brand loyalty, the results show that the brand community innovators’ 

attitudinal brand loyalty is positively related to their willingness to share ideas with the brand 

owners, thus confirming H4.  

 

Governance structure. Contrary to our expectations, the analysis revealed that the more they 

welcome the company’s interference in community activities, the more the community innovators 
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are willing to share, thus rejecting H5. This means that willingness to share innovations with the 

company is positively related to the interference of that company in the community activities. 

 

Discussion and implications 

Our study extends current knowledge of brand community members as innovators by contributing a 

group of distinctive innovator characteristics. These innovator characteristics are related to their 

willingness to share ideas with the brand owner. The study differs from existing studies (Füller et 

al., 2008) in that it actually involves consumers who have innovated. Our study is also the first to 

explicitly examine the impact of the structural relationship between a brand community and the 

brand owners on the community innovators’ willingness to share their ideas.  

 

Overall, we found that those brand community innovators who are more willing to share their 

innovations: 1) possess the ahead of the trend dimension of lead user characteristics to a higher 

extent, 2) identify more strongly with the community, 3) have stronger brand loyalty, and 4) prefer 

that the firm interferes in community activities. Thus, the findings challenge the conclusion of prior 

research that primarily personal traits play a determining role with regard to members’ willingness 

to contribute to brand owners’ development projects (Füller et al., 2008).  

 

The lead user construct’s ahead of the trend component (H1a) and brand loyalty (H4) thus have a 

positive effect on innovators’ willingness to share their ideas. These results are aligned with Füller 

et al.’s (2008) findings related to innovativeness and brand trust. Prior research has found that the 

high expected-benefits component is only related to innovation likelihood, while the ahead of the 

trend component was related to both innovation likelihood and innovation attractiveness. 
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Accordingly, an innovator’s ability to draw on available resources, e.g. a brand community or brand 

owners, impacts an innovation’s commercial attractiveness (Franke et al., 2006). Hence, being at the 

leading edge of the marketplace is related to being more involved with the community and brand 

owners, thus having better resources to develop a commercially attractive innovation, which might 

explain the ahead of the trend innovators’ willingness to share.  

 

However, supporting H2 and contrary to Füller et al.’s (2008) results, our study showed that brand 

community identification does have an effect on the sharing behavior. This might be because 

interpersonal contexts and the nature of the relationships between individuals are known to impact 

decision-making and behavior (Loewenstein et al., 1989). Because those brand community 

innovators who are more willing to share, identify more strongly with the community and have a 

stronger sense of brand loyalty, it could be suggested that this group of innovators has developed 

stronger norms of reciprocity, also in relation to the company. Strong norms of reciprocity have 

indeed been found to induce and promote the sharing of innovation-related information in 

communities (Franke and Shah, 2003). In addition, when positive relationships are established, 

people are found to display a general interest in advancing the wellbeing of those to whom they are 

connected (Loewenstein et al., 1989). Extending this line of reasoning, we suggest that as 

innovators have stronger and more positive relations with the Lego brand, they are also interested in 

promoting the wellbeing, or success, of the brand. Together, our findings suggest that having a 

stronger sense of community affiliation and loyalty toward the brand does indeed influence the 

brand community innovators’ willingness to share their ideas with companies. Our findings could 

thus indicate that the most willing innovators may comprise the strongest micro social order, known 

as productive exchange (Lawler et al., 2008). Such micro orders are inter alia, characterized by the 
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highest rates of exchange among members, the strongest emotional attachment to the social unit, 

and the greatest sense of community-level cohesion (ibid.). Future research could therefore 

investigate the behavioral, cognitive and affective dimensions characterizing brand community 

innovators who are willing to share and those unwilling to share their ideas and innovations with 

companies.    

 

Further, in contrast to H3, our results confirmed Füller et al.’s (2008) finding that brand knowledge 

does not influence members’ willingness to share their ideas. Although innovators who are willing 

to share their ideas are not the most knowledgeable innovators at the outset, it is possible that they 

are better at utilizing the social network of which they are a part and at obtaining the necessary 

assistance (Franke and Shah, 2003) thus advancing their knowledge, capabilities and performance. 

Indeed, a high level of brand and product experience is not enough to be innovative (Dahlander and 

Frederiksen, 2011: 15). Instead, being exposed to heterogeneous expertise, i.e. different knowledge 

domains, and being able to combine those is more likely to lead to innovation (ibid.).   

 

Opposite to the prediction in H5, our analysis revealed that the firm behind the brand should 

interfere in community activities if the firm wishes to increase the members’ willingness to share 

innovations. We found that the more the community members believe that the firm should interfere 

with community activities, the more prone the members are to share with the company. This is 

surprising, since research in the context of firm-based communities directly suggested that firms 

should keep their interference in community activities to a minimum (Wiertz and de Ruyter, 2007). 

Similarly, research on open source communities found that the degree of control exercised in the 

community affects community members’ participation and contributions (Shah, 2006). Although 
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interference does not necessarily involve exerting direct control, it can be viewed as a way of 

influencing and directing community activities. There are at least two possible explanations for this 

finding. One reason may be that those community members who believe that more interference is 

preferable will themselves “interfere” more than other members by participating more actively and 

by sharing more. Perhaps they are in some cases even trying to compensate for the lack of 

interference by sharing more and being more socially active. Another reason why brand 

communities exhibit a different type of behavior may lie in the uniqueness of the relationship 

between the brand and the community members. Brand community members are particularly 

attached to the brand, they want “their” brand to succeed, and they see themselves as contributing to 

the brand’s success (Muniz and Schau, 2005). This is a characteristic which clearly distinguishes 

brand community members from members of user communities, who can easily do without 

contacting the firm in order to share ideas (Lüthje, 2004). It is also a characteristic, which 

distinguishes brand community members from members of firm-hosted communities, who “focus 

on peer-to-peer problem solving and information exchange” and view the host firm mainly as a 

support service provider to its customers (Wiertz and de Ruyter, 2007: 349). Finally, it is a 

characteristic which distinguishes them from open source communities which are set up as non-

commercial, independent software development projects relying on voluntary contributions by users 

and developers and which do not have explicit relations with companies (ibid.). Being “emotionally 

invested in the welfare of the company” behind the brand (McAlexander et al., 2002: 51), brand 

community innovators are therefore more likely to desire closer interaction with the company. 

Willingness to share innovations with the company thus requires active involvement from the 

recipient of the innovation, i.e. the company. 
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Consequently, our study contradicts Füller et al.’s (2008) findings regarding the roles of brand 

loyalty and brand community identification. The study thus indicates that Füller et al.’s (2008) 

findings are indeed related to how the authors inquired about willingness to share ideas and 

knowledge, and/or to the fact that they seem to have studied a “pool” (Fournier and Lee, 2009) 

rather than a brand community, as stated at the beginning of our paper.  

 

Our results have interesting implications for companies whose brands have prompted the 

establishment of communities. Most notably, our findings suggest that despite brand community 

members often being depicted as protective of and even conservative about “their” brand and about 

the beliefs the community has of the brand (Brown, 2007), they are generally willing to share their 

ideas with the company. Reviewing open innovation platforms such as LEGO Ideas, P&G Connect 

+ Develop, Philips Simply Innovate, the general approach is to engage with innovative users on an 

individual basis. However, as we have seen, brand community innovators associate strongly with 

the community they belong to. As such, it is likely that they not only create solutions that have the 

fellow community members’ tastes and needs in mind, but also that they would like the innovation 

process in itself to be a social experience. To better mirror the community context that brand 

community innovators associate with and potentially drive up the number of innovations submitted 

by brand community innovators, we suggest that companies should experiment with allowing brand 

community members to submit and develop innovations as a group. 

 

The finding that brand community innovators possess the lead user characteristics represents 

another insight that may help companies to become more efficient in their open innovation efforts. 

We suggest that in order for companies to select the most promising ideas they must look beyond 
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immediate appeal of the innovation. Instead they must utilize the lead user characteristics, in 

particular the ahead of the trend dimension (von Hippel, 1986), to identify and select innovations 

submitted by brand community innovators to increase the probability that the innovation is ahead of 

the current market trends and that it will meet the needs of the majority market. Moreover, it can 

help companies deal with the sometimes overwhelming number of innovations submitted by users, 

e.g. My Starbucks Idea community members contributed with more than 70,000 ideas during the 

first year of the community’s existence (Brito, 2011). 

 

Additionally, companies wishing to reap the advantages of having innovative brand community 

members should not focus merely on those innovators who are immediately willing to share their 

ideas. Rather, the results of our study can also be utilized to direct attention toward brand-specific 

and community-related aspects that may help “bring over” innovators who are unwilling to share, 

by for instance integrating them more into the social life of the community to increase their brand 

community identification. To stimulate such “bringing over” dynamics, Lego has developed a 

number of community focused programs that encourage collaborative building experiences and thus 

invites broad participation by members who may at first be less likely to share their innovations 

with others, including the firm. 

 

Our findings also raise a number of questions that are relevant for further investigation, such as 

what type of and how much company involvement in community activities would be optimal. Also, 

are level and type of involvement dependent on industry, product type, the size and demographics 

of the community, and other contextual variables, or are they universally valid? These questions 

partially stem from the limitations of our study. The study is based on only one community, which 
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puts a limit on our generalizability claims. Hence, further research is required to test the 

generalizability of our results across a larger and diverse sample of brand communities. 

 

Conclusion 

Opposite to prior research we find that not only personality traits (Füller et al., 2008) but also brand 

community identification and brand-specific attitudes (loyalty) play a role in innovators’ 

willingness to share ideas with their favored brand. This study contributes to innovation 

management and brand management literature by showing that brand community membership and 

brand attitudes do indeed matter, and that they determine community innovators’ sharing behavior. 

Finally, it contributes to community governance literature by suggesting that the company needs to 

invest itself in the relationship with the brand community in order to motivate community 

innovators’ sharing of ideas with the company. 
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Table 1.  Questionnaire items used to measure constructs 
 
Construct Items Scale 
Sharing behavior In the future, I expect to propose 

ideas to the LEGO Group 
5-point Likert scale 
(Strongly disagree … 
Strongly agree) 

Lead user characteristics - AT I’m ahead of other AFOLs in 
recognizing new LEGO related 
ideas and solutions 

5-point Likert scale 
(Strongly disagree … 
Strongly agree) 

Lead user characteristics - HBE I had a need for that particular 
thing, and I could not find it 
elsewhere 

Yes/no 

Brand community identification Which statement characterizes 
your relationship with the AFOL 
community 

Being an AFOL is not 
that important to me , 
and I consider my 
ties to the AFOL 
community rather 
weak/ Being an 
AFOL is not that 
important to me, yet I 
consider my ties to 
the AFOL community 
rather strong/ Being 
an AFOL means a lot 
to me. My ties to the 
AFOL community 
are, however, rather 
weak/ Being an 
AFOL means a lot to 
me, and I have strong 
ties to the AFOL 
community 

Brand knowledge I have a very good understanding 
of the LEGO system, its 
possibilities and its limitations. 

5-point Likert scale 
(Strongly disagree … 
Strongly agree) 

Brand loyalty I recommend buying LEGO to 
others 

5-point Likert scale 
(Strongly disagree … 
Strongly agree) 

Governance The LEGO Group should not 
interfere with AFOL community 
activities 

5-point Likert scale 
(Strongly disagree … 
Strongly agree) 
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics 

 

Variable N Mean Std. 
Dev Min Max 

Sharing 
with the 
company 

Lead user 
characteristics - 

AT 

 
Lead user 

characteristics 
- HBE 

Brand 
community 

identification 

Brand 
knowledge 

Brand 
loyalty Governance 

Sharing with the 
company 202 2.93 1.33 1 5 1  

 

    

Lead user 
characteristics - 
AT 

202 2.79 0.87 1 5 0.23 1 
 

    

Lead user 
characteristics - 
HBE 

202 0.74 0.44 0 1 0.04 0.10 1     

Brand 
community 
identification 

196 3.14 0.82 1 4 0.23 0.30 0.01 1    

Brand 
knowledge 202 4.37 0.78 2 5 0.17 0.41 0.10 0.21 1   

Brand loyalty 202 4.75 0.58 1 5 0.20 0.14 -0.02 0.11 0.17 1  

Governance 202 3.1 1.2 1 5 -0.13 -0.09 0.06 -0.16 0.03 -0.02 1 



Table 3. Regression coefficients – modeling sharing behavior (p-values based on robust standard errors) 
 
Constant -0.32 2.29** 
Lead user characteristics - AT 0.20 0.26** 
Lead user characteristics - HBE 0.04 0.06 
Brand community identification 0.23* 0.25* 
Brand knowledge 0.13 0.09 
Brand loyalty 0.36*** 0.43*** 
Governance -0.12 -0.14* 
Age  -0.18*** 
Age2  0.003*** 
Geography – Europe (reference 
group: Other) 

 -0.22 

Geography – North America 
(reference group: Other) 

 -0.04 

R2 0.13 0.19 
*  p-value below .1 
** p-value below .05 
*** p-value below 0.01 
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