Brand Community Innovation
An Intrinsic Case Study of the
Adult Fans of LEGO Community

PhD candidate Yun Mi Antorini
Department of Intercultural Communication and Management
Copenhagen Business School, 2007

© Yun Mi Antorini 2007, Some Rights Reserved.
This PDF version of: Brand Community Innovation. An Intrinsic Case Study of the Adult Fans of LEGO
Community is licensed under Creative Commons Attribution Non-commercial No Derivatives 3.0
You are free:
• to Share — to copy, distribute and transmit the work
Under the following conditions:
• Attribution. You must attribute the work in the manner specified by the author or licensor (but not in
any way that suggests that they endorse you or your use of the work).
• Noncommercial. You may not use this work for commercial purposes.
• No Derivative Works. You may not alter, transform, or build upon this work.
•
•
•

For any reuse or distribution, you must make clear to others the license terms of this work. The best
way to do this is with a link to this web page: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
Any of the above conditions can be waived if you get permission from the copyright holder.
Nothing in this license impairs or restricts the author's moral rights.

Denne PDF version af: Brand Community Innovation. An Intrinsic Case Study of the Adult Fans of LEGO
Community er udgivet under en Creative Commons navngivelse-ikke-kommerciel-ingen bearbejdelse 2.5 licens.
Besøg: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.5/dk/ hvis du vil se en kopi af licensen, eller send et brev
til Creative Commons, 543 Howard Street, 5th Floor, San Francisco, California, 94105, USA.

CONTENTS
List of figures, tables, graphs and boxes

vi

Summary

viii

1.

INTRODUCTION
The research questions
Organization of dissertation

1
4
6

2.

METHODOLOCAL POSITION
Main perspectives on community
The ‘understanding approach’
The individual-centered perspective
The social constructionist perspective
The micro-group perspective
Methodological position
A social constructionist mode of being-in-the-world

8
9
10
11
12
15
17
18

3.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Why do people form community?
Main perspectives on the reasons people form community
On brands
What defines a brand?
Shifting perspectives on brands
Discussion
On brand community
The sharing and negotiating of brand meaning
Brand community as interpretive community
Shared interpretation strategies serve to socialize and teach members
the values of the brand community
Multiple interpretive communities
How the brand works to maintain a recognizable and identifiable ‘we’
Discussion
On member types and social relationships in brand community
Typologies of member types and social relationships
Limitations of the typologies
A consolidated and synthesized overview of member types and
social relationships in brand community
Structuring the overview
Discussion
On user innovation
What users innovate: Examples of user innovations within the consumer
products area
Why users innovate
Innovating user communities
User innovations and firms’ value creation
Discussion
Conceptual framework

22
24
25
28
29
33
39
42
45
46
47

ii

51
53
55
57
59
64
66
67
72
74
75
79
81
83
86
88

CONTENTS

4.

5.

6.

STUDYING THE AFOL BRAND COMMUNITY
Studying the AFOL community
Case study forms
Research methods
Primary empirical material
Secondary empirical material
Analytical process: Making sense of the empirical material
Chapter 5: The AFOL community from the early 90s – today
Chapter 6: Being AFOLs
Chapter 7: AFOLs as innovators
Chapter 8: Discussion: Perspectives on brand community membership
and innovation
Chapter 9: Theoretical contributions and implications
Limitations of this study
Personal bias
Recruitment of informants and respondents
Ethical considerations
Validating findings

90
90
91
93
94
102
104
104
107
110
110

THE AFOL COMMUNITY FROM THE EARLY 90S – TODAY
Three stages of development
The founding and early growth stage
The midlife stage
The maturity and decline stage
Early 90s - late 90s: the founding and early growth stage
…then came the Internet
The ATL/RTL days
Crisis of leadership
Late 90s – mid-2000s: Early growth stage continues. The community shows
signs of entering the midlife stage
Lugnet
LUGs, LTCs and MUGs
Online resources
Community events
End of 1999: The LEGO Group enters the scene
Mid 2000s and ongoing: midlife stage
Attempts to consolidate organizations
Color change crises
The Lugnet transition crises
The AFOL community today

117
117
119
119
119
121
121
121
123
124
124
131
134
137
141
145
146
148
149
152

BEING AFOLs
‘We all had a dark age’
Entry
The ‘dark age’
Re-entry
AFOL activities
Weak ties/strong ties

157
157
159
160
160
161
163

iii

111
112
112
113
115
115

CONTENTS

7.

8.

‘People do not understand that this is a very complex and deep hobby’
A ‘pallet of pieces that allows for unlimited creation’
A creative outlet
LEGO is a common language
Different interest groups
Psychological benefits
‘Totally welcome here where non-LEGO people just don’t understand’
‘Most of us are LEGO purists…’
Being AFOLs: AFOLs, ALEs, or AFOLBs?

167
169
171
175
176
178
179
180
184

AFOLs AS INNOVATORS
AFOL innovations
AFOL developed minor improvement innovations
AFOL developed major improvement innovations
AFOL developed first-of-type innovations
Mini-cases: Examples of AFOL innovations
Innovations as development and continuation of discontinued LEGO
play themes
Custom kits
AFOL innovators versus non-innovators
The relevance of AFOL innovations to a larger market
AFOL innovations and the LEGO Group’s product launches

186
186
193
195
196
198
207

DISCUSSION: PERSPECTIVES ON BRAND COMMUNITY MEMBERSHIP
AND INNOVATION
Brand community perspective
Consciousness of kind
Rituals and traditions
Moral responsibility
Brand meaning perspective
Interpretive community
Shifting interpretations of 'who we are'
User innovation perspective
Need perspective
Social recognition perspective
‘Research Laboratory’
Brand community innovation
Brand community innovation at different stages of the AFOL
community’s life
Brand community factors
Mood factors
Individual factors
External environment factors
Key factors of brand community innovation
Brand community innovation is context dependent
Brand community innovation is culture bound
Brand community innovation is sensitive to external influences

223

iv

209
211
217
219

223
223
232
242
249
250
252
255
255
259
263
269
269
272
274
276
278
279
280
281
281

CONTENTS

9.

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
The contributions and implications of this study to the field of brand community
On brand community as a specialized phenomenon
On brand community as a non-geographically bound phenomenon
On brand community being based on a structured set of social relations
On brand community as comprising of admires of the brand
On the brand and brand meaning negotiation in brand community
The contributions and implications of this study to the field of user innovation
On the conceptualization of brand community innovation
On the development stages of the brand community and innovation
On the finding that innovators are disciplined and follow principles of
purposeful and systematic innovation processes

283
283
283
287
289
293
295
298
300
301
302

10.

CONCLUSION
Answering the research questions
How was the AFOL community formed and how has it developed over
time?
To what extent is AFOLs innovating and what characterizes AFOLs as
innovators?
How is AFOL’ membership in the AFOL community influencing them as
innovators?
What key factors can be identified that conceptualizes brand community
innovation?
Integrating brand community members‘ innovations
The knowledge sharing environment method
The promising communities method
The toolkit method
The broadcast search method
The extended firm-organized R&D group method
Issues of integrating brand community members‘ innovations
The autonomy issue
The specialization issue
The free space issue
The compensation issue
The ‘firm-friendly’/lead user and the ‘lurker’ issue
The timing issue
The integration issue
The IP issue
Directions for further research

304
305
305
308
311
314
317
319
319
320
320
321
323
325
325
326
326
327
328
328
329
331

Appendix 1: Interview guide
Appendix 2: Questionnaire, web based survey, 2005
Appendix 3: Enclosed CD-Rom
Appendix 4: Blogs, wikis and podcasting

333
334
345
346

References
Acknowledgements

347
354

v

LIST OF FIGURES, TABLES, GRAPHS AND BOXES
Figures
Figure 3.1 Examples of brands used for marking and identifying livestock
Figure 3.2 Meaning transfer illustrated via the Mini brand
Figure 3.3 Member types and social relationships in brand community
Figure 3.4 Conceptual framework
Figure 4.1 AFOLs’ lived experiences: Macro level themes
Figure 5.1 AFOLs’ organizations
Figure 5.2 Examples of LUGs’ and LTCs’ graphical identities
Figure 5.3 A section of the BrickFest 2004 Event Program
Figure 5.4 Photos from BrickFest and 1000Steineland
Figure 6.1 Phases in becoming an AFOL
Figure 6.2 Examples of the way LEGO products are stored by AFOLs
Figure 6.3 Key characteristics of the LEGO hobby
Figure 6.4 The Starship Enterprise using 7 LEGO elements
Figure 6.5 Examples of Vignettes
Figure 6.6 The Grand Admiral
Figure 6.7 The ’worst’ LEGO elements through times
Figure 7.1 Proportion of innovators among AFOLs
Figure 7.2 AFOLs’ types of innovations
Figure 7.3 Examples of Chris Gidden’s Pre-Classic Space work
Figure 7.4 Fabuland Housewives by Mark Larson
Figure 7.5 Custom kits from Mechanized Brick
Figure 8.1 Original LEGO Ambassador logo versus spoof logo
Figure 8.2 The interrelated dynamics of the Moonbase standard
Figure 8.3 Characteristics of AFOLs’ innovations
Figure 8.4 Key factors of brand community innovation
Figure 10.1 Key factors of brand community innovation.

30
46
68
89
109
129
133
139
140
158
162
169
170
171
172
182
188
192
208
209
210
247
258
266
279
314

Tables
Table 3.1
Table 4.1
Table 4.2
Table 4.3
Table 4.4
Table 5.1
Tabel 5.2
Table 5.3
Table 5.4
Table 5.5
Table 5.6
Table 6.1
Table 6.2
Table 6.3
Table 6.4
Table 6.5
Table 7.1
Table 7.2

36
94
96
99
103
128
133
134
138
155
156
164
165
168
174
177
193
198

Fournier’s typology of consumer-brand relationship forms
Investigating the AFOL community – Primary empirical material
Overview of informants
Netnography: Two threads
Investigating the AFOL community – Secondary empirical material
AFOLs’ organizations between the late 90s-early 2000s
Number of LUGs, LTCs and MUGs
Top four most used online resources
Number of AFOLs and members of the public attending BrickFest
Characteristics of the AFOL community development, part 1
Characteristics of the AFOL community development, part 2
Relationship with the AFOL community
Participation with the LEGO hobby
AFOLs’ understandings of the LEGO hobby
Characteristics of the ‘great creation’ versus ‘old trash’
Space/fantasy people versus Train people
User developed innovations identified via the survey
Selected mini-cases

vi

LIST OF FIGURES, TABLES, GRAPHS AND BOXES

Table 7.3
Table 7.4
Table 7.5
Table 7.6

212
213
216
220

Table 10.1

AFOLs’ use of online sites
Characteristics of innovators versus non-innovators
Motivations to innovate and AFOLs’ reasons for innovating
Examples of AFOLs’ first-of-type innovations and the LEGO Group’s
launch to market
Brand community factors
Mood factors
Individual factors: Motives to innovate and underlying goals
Current perspectives on the specialization of brand community and this
study's contributions to the topic
Current perspectives on brand community as being non-geographically
bound and this study's contributions to the topic
Current perspectives on brand community as being based on a structured
set of social relations and this study's contributions to the topic
Current perspectives on brand community as comprising admirers of a
brand and this study's contributions to the topic
Current perspectives on the brand and brand meaning negotiation and
this study's contributions to the topic
Current perspectives on user innovation and this study's contributions to
the field
Issues of integrating brand community members’ innovations

Boxes
Box 5.1
Box 7.1
Box 8.1
Box 10.1

Introducing LEGO Direct
TLG [The LEGO Group] does listen to us. (if not officially)
Welcome to LUGNET ™!!! We’re glad you’re here
Time’s Person of the Year – You.

142
219
243
318

Table 8.1
Table 8.2
Table 8.3
Table 9.1
Table 9.2
Table 9.3
Table 9.4
Table 9.5
Table 9.6

Graphs
Graph 5.1 Number of Lugnet members 1999-2007
Graph 7.1 Number of innovations performed per year by AFOLs

vii

273
274
277
284
288
290
293
295
299
324

126
189

SUMMARY
Baggrund
Denne afhandling sætter fokus på et nyere fænomen af forbrugere, der på egen hånd
organiserer, udvikler og vedligeholder globale fællesskaber omkring mærkevarer og services.
Disse typer af fællesskaber kendes også under betegnelsen brand communities (Muniz &
O’Guinn, 2001), på dansk mærkevarefællesskaber. Der skelnes overordnet mellem organiske
mærkevarefællesskaber, som er skabt og drives af medlemmerne selv, og mærkevarefællesskaber,
der er etableret og som drives af virksomheder.
Afhandlingen

undersøger,

hvordan

forbrugere

har

skabt

et

globalt

og

organisk

mærkevarefællesskab, og hvordan dette fællesskab har udviklet sig over tid. Der sættes fokus på,
hvordan de, som medlemmer interagerer med hinanden, og hvordan de udveksler viden og
ideer, der har relevans for deres forbrug og oplevelser, de har af mærket. Ligeledes undersøger
afhandlingen, hvordan medlemmer af et mærkevarefællesskab forbedrer og udvikler nye
produkter og services. Hvor empiriske studier af f.eks. Mini-, Saab- og Apple Machintoshmærkevarefællesskaber har vist, at forbrugere indgår i fællesskaber omkring mærker, så
repræsenterer perspektivet omkring forbrugere som udviklere af produkter og services et nyt og
uudforsket område.
Med det formål at belyse relationen imellem medlemskab af mærkevarefællesskaber og
forbrugere som innovatører tilbyder denne afhandling en første beskrivelse og konceptualisering
af innovation, sådan som den finder sted blandt medlemmerne af et mærkevarefællesskab. Hvad
angår innovation, forstås det i afhandlingen som ’nye ting og ideer og nye måder at handle på og
interagere med ting’ (Arnould m.fl., 2004:712). Innovation anses således ikke som begrænset til
fysiske produkter alene. Der skelnes endvidere i afhandlingen imellem innovationer, der 1)
Forbedrer eksisterende processer, services, produkter og/eller metoder, og 2) Innovationer, der
er de første af sin slags, som introducerer nye og hidtidig ukendte brugsmuligheder og som
generelt åbner for muligheder, der ikke eksisterede før innovationen så dagens lys. Konkret er
afhandlingens emner belyst empirisk via inddragelsen af voksne LEGO-fans som case. Disse
forbrugere,

som

siden

begyndelsen

af

90’erne

har

organiseret

sig

i

mærkevarefællesskab, er også kendte som Adult Fans of LEGO (forkortet AFOLs).
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Forskningsspørgsmål
Baseret på indledende observationer af AFOL-mærkevarefællesskabet og forankret i et social
konstruktivistisk perspektiv er den overordnede antagelse i afhandlingen, at medlemskab af
mærkevarefællesskaber motiverer medlemmerne til at innovere. For at operationalisere
antagelsen stillede jeg fire konkrete spørgsmål: 1) Hvordan blev AFOL-mærkevarefællesskabet
skabt og hvordan har det udviklet det sig over tid? 2) I hvilken udstrækning innoverer AFOLs og
hvad karakteriserer dem som innovatører? 3) Hvordan påvirker medlemskabet af AFOLmærkevarefællesskabet AFOLs som innovatører? og endelig 4) Hvilke centrale faktorer kan
identificeres, der kan konceptualisere innovation som det foregår i mærkevarefællesskaber?
Teoretisk ramme
Afhandlingen trækker primært på den nyere gren af litteratur, der er opstået i forbindelse med
Muniz & O’Guinn’s (2001) konceptualisering af mærkevarefællesskaber. Det kendetegner de
teoretiske bidrag, at de er empirisk forankrede, og at fokus hovedsagelig har været på at
undersøge og beskrive medlemmernes opfattelser og forestillinger om det mærke, de danner
fællesskab omkring. Ligeledes berører litteraturen emner om, hvordan medlemmerne forhandler
mening om mærket og deres måder at tænke og gøre tingene på, som kommer til udtryk f.eks.
via den moral og de ritualer og traditioner de deler. På trods af at antallet af teoretiske og
empiriske bidrag, der belyser mærkevarefællesskaberne som fænomen stadig er begrænset, så
fortæller den eksisterende litteratur en del om disse dimensioner. Når det imidlertid kommer til
innovationsperspektivet, har litteraturen intet at sige. Inden for mærkevarefællesskabslitteraturen
er der med andre ord ikke nogle tilgængelige studier, der belyser dette emne. Forbrugeren som
innovatør behandles til gengæld inden for et andet felt, der kaldes user innovation, på dansk
bruger-centreret innovation. Det karakteriserer denne litteratur, at den fokuserer på den
endelige bruger af produktet (slutbrugeren), heriblandt forbrugeren, som innovatør. I lighed med
mærkevarefællesskabslitteraturen gælder det, at feltet er empirisk drevet og må karakteriseres
som i udvikling. Studier indenfor dette felt bekræfter grundlæggende, at forbrugere forbedrer og
udvikler nye produkter og services. Litteraturen belyser blandt andet de motiver, der får
slutbrugere til at innovere, de typer af innovationer de udfører, den måde de hjælper og støtter
hinanden i udviklingen af nye produkter, og også om brugernes innovationer er taget i
anvendelse af andre end brugeren selv. Med litteraturens fokus på disse emner samt den
individuelle innovatør forbliver de sociale aspekter mellem innovatørerne imidlertid
uadresserede. Det gælder også de udviklingsmæssige og kulturelle dynamikker, der kendetegner
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det fællesskab, der på forskellig vis binder innovatørerne sammen. Disse emner er til gengæld
adresseret i mærkevarefællesskabslitteraturen. Jf. forskningsspørgsmålene, kan man derfor sige, at
det er i det teoretiske krydsfelt imellem mærkevarefællesskabs- og den bruger-centrede
litteratur, at denne afhandling tager sit udgangspunkt.
Empirisk analyse
Den empiriske analyse involverer et case studie af AFOL-mærkevarefællesskabet og dets
medlemmer. AFOLs adskiller sig på en række punkter fra LEGO Groups traditionelle forbrugere.
For det første er AFOLs voksne i modsætning til virksomhedens kernemålgruppe, som består af
børn og voksne gavekøbere (som køber LEGO til andre end dem selv). Undersøgelser viser, at
forbrugere generelt set forbinder LEGO-produkter med børn. Som voksne, der efterspørger
LEGO-produkter til eget forbrug, oplever AFOLs derfor at blive misforstået af det omgivende
samfund. AFOLs oplever blandt andet at blive mødt med ’hævede øjenbryn’ og skepsis, når de
fortæller om deres LEGO-hobby. Endvidere blev AFOLs før i tiden overset og afvist af LEGO
Group, som karakteriserede voksne LEGO-forbrugere som et ’skygge- marked’, der godt nok
eksisterede, men som ikke skulle plejes, eller på nogen måde serviceres. AFOLs adskiller sig
yderligere fra traditionelle LEGO-forbrugere ved selv at have formet organisationer og
ressourcebaserede fællesskaber, der giver dem mulighed for at bruge LEGO-produkter i en
social sammenhæng samt at udveksle viden og erfaringer med andre ligesindede. På trods af, at
en overvejende del af AFOLs er nordamerikanere, kan AFOL-fællesskabet betegnes som globalt,
ikke mindst fordi mange af de organisationer og ressourcer, der tilsammen udgør AFOLfællesskabet, eksisterer i en online sammenhæng, der gør det muligt for AFOLs fra hele verden
at mødes og tale sammen uden de traditionelle forhindringer, der normalt eksisterer, når man
kun kan mødes ansigt til ansigt. For AFOLs indtager den sociale dimension af LEGO-forbruget
og den vidensbaserede interaktion, som åbner for nye muligheder i anvendelsen og
oplevelserne omkring produkterne, en langt mere central plads end tilfældet er for de
traditionelle LEGO-forbrugere. Endelig adskiller AFOLs sig fra traditionelle LEGO-forbrugere
ved at forbedre og udvikle nye produkter og services, der ikke eksisterede i nogen kendt form
før.
Den røde tråd, der gennem tid og rum har bundet AFOLs sammen, er deres udelte og
stærke ’kærlighed til klodsen’. På basis af denne ’kærlighed’ og med udgangspunkt i den
teoretiske ramme, har fokus i denne afhandling været at belyse de meninger og
fortolkningsstrategier AFOLs deler, men også de normer, handlemønstre og måder at interagere

x

SUMMARY

på som knytter sig til deres medlemskab af AFOL mærkevarefællesskabet og som påvirker dem
som innovatører.
Resultater og bidrag
Overordnet bekræfter afhandlingens resultater, at der er en sammenhæng imellem medlemskab
af mærkevarefællesskab og innovation. Mere konkret bidrager afhandlingen med adskillige
resultater, der har betydning for den eksisterende viden om mærkevarefællesskaber og brugercentreret innovation.
Først og fremmest viser studiet af AFOL-mærkevarefællesskabet, at det som fænomen kan
beskrives via en række udviklingsfaser: 1) Etablerings- og tidlig vækst- fase, 2) Tidlig vækst- og
begyndende modenhedsfase, og den nuværende 3) Modenhedsfase. Hver fase kan forstås ud fra
de særlige typer af opgaver, interesseområder og grader af specialisering, der knytter sig til at
være henholdsvis i en etablerings-, en vækst- og en modningsfase. Under hver fase har AFOLs
derfor haft sine udfordringer at forholde sig til. Hvor det for eksempel i begyndelsen
kendetegnede AFOL-fællesskabet, at det var lille og intimt, domineret af computerspecialister og
centret omkring medlemmernes stærke ønske om at få adgang til andre forbrugeres LEGOprodukter (som på det tidspunkt var tyndt distribueret, særlig i Nordamerika), gælder der andre
udfordringer i dag, hvor der er kommet langt flere medlemmer til, der har adgang til en række
sofistikerede oplevelser og ressourcer af forskellig karakter, og hvor LEGO-produkter kun er et
klik væk på computeren. F.eks. kan det nævnes, at det større antal medlemmer har gjort det
langt vanskeligere for AFOLs at løse konflikter, der før i tiden kunne løses over en ’bunke
legoklodser’. Det vises i afhandlingen, hvordan de mange medlemmer blandt andet vanskeliggør
kommunikation, og hvordan AFOLs, som følge deraf, misforstår hinanden.
Det udviklingsmæssige perspektiv har også vist, at de grundlæggende overbevisninger og
værdier, der kendetegnede fællesskabet i den tidlige etableringsfase, præger fællesskabet
fremover og påvirker medlemmernes opfattelse (mere eller mindre bevidst) af, hvad det vil sige
at være AFOL og deres måder at gøre ting på, heriblandt deres innovationsprocesser. På trods
af at et mærkevarefællesskab er centreret omkring et mærke, som i sit udspring er kommercielt,
trækker det, som vist i afhandlingen, lange tråde tilbage til dengang, de første medlemmer
besluttede sig for at danne fællesskabet. Dette perspektiv, som ikke tidligere er belyst,
understreger mærkevarefællesskabers betydning som kulturelle og sociale enheder, og det viser,
at på trods af, at medlemskab ikke er et spørgsmål om liv eller død, så har det væsentlig og

xi

SUMMARY

central betydning for medlemmerne, bl.a. fordi det forener medlemmernes fortid med deres
nutid og fremtid, og fordi det giver mening til medlemmernes livstemaer og projekter. På et
mere konkret, men ikke desto mindre centralt plan, giver medlemskab af mærkevarefællesskabet
mulighed for at udvikle og vedligeholde en interesse, som ellers ikke var mulig uden andre
forbrugeres deltagelse og engagement.
Afhandlingen bidrager endvidere med en opgørelse over antallet og de forskellige typer af
innovationer AFOLs udfører. Afhandlingen viser, at langt de fleste innovationer udført af AFOLs
er såkaldte mindre forbedringsinnovationer. Kun en mindre del af AFOLs innovationer kan
betegnes som betydelige forbedringsinnovationer og først-af-sin-type innovationer. Dette
resultat fortæller, at AFOLs innovationer er tæt forbundet med LEGO Systemet, og at AFOLs
innovationer sigter på at tilvejebringe nye oplevelser af LEGO-produkterne frem for f.eks. at
introducere radikalt nye måder at bruge eller fortolke LEGO Systemet på. I lighed hermed,
kendetegner det AFOLs som forbrugere og innovatører, at de betegner sig selv som LEGO-

purister, dvs. de anvender kun LEGO-produkter i deres innovationer, og de hverken modificerer
eller tilpasser disse produkter. Som en konsekvens af AFOLs purisme ses det blandt andet, at de
afviser fortolkninger af LEGO-produkter, der ikke er baseret på det velkendte LEGO System
også selvom produkterne bærer LEGO varemærket.
Generelt kendetegner det AFOLs som innoverer, at de er signifikant mere aktive, mere socialt
involverede, og at de bidrager mere til alle dele af fællesskabets liv. Mange tilskriver deres
medlemskab som den væsentligste årsag til, at de overhovedet er AFOLs. Endvidere er et vigtigt
kendetegn, at innovatørerne har et langt mere indgående kendskab til LEGO Systemet end
medlemmer, der ikke innoverer. Afhandlingen peger endvidere på den omstændighed, at
innovative AFOLs besidder lead user karakteristika (von Hippel, 1988), og at de, i mange tilfælde,
har været forud for LEGO Groups produktlanceringer. Med andre ord, AFOLs har fremstillet
innovationer, som senere er bragt til markedet af LEGO Group. Det har generelt ikke været
muligt at be- eller afkræfte, hvorvidt LEGO Group har været inspireret af AFOLs innovationer
eller hvorvidt der er tale om tilfældige sammenfald. Her skal det blot konstateres, at AFOLs
innovationer i de viste tilfælde har været forud for virksomhedens. Samtidig peger denne
observation på, at AFOLs innovationer tilsyneladende har relevans for et bredere marked ’uden
for’ fællesskabet af voksne LEGO-fans.
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SUMMARY

Hvad angår spørgsmålet om, hvordan medlemskab påvirker AFOLs som innovatører, peger
afhandlingen på en række ikke tidligere beskrevne områder. Det vises blandt andet, at i de tidlige
stadier af AFOL-fællesskabets tilblivelse, grundlagdes en antiautoritær og åben tilgang til den
måde AFOLs interagerer på. Endvidere grundlagdes en forkærlighed for systematiske, logiske og
disciplinære arbejdsprocesser. Disse egenskaber bevirker, at det fællesskab som AFOLs deler
kan sammenlignes med et ’forskningslaboratorium’ (von Hippel, 2001; Franke & Shah, 2003;
Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006), hvor medlemmerne direkte og indirekte hjælper og støtter
hinanden ved at udveksle og dele inspiration, viden og erfaringer af betydning for deres
innovationsprocesser. De grundlæggende overbevisninger og værdier, som kendetegner
fællesskabet, giver endvidere anledning til, at der blandt medlemmerne udvikles en delt
opfattelse af, hvad der kendetegner den ’gode’ henholdsvis den ’mindre gode’ innovation. Idet
AFOLs innovationer indtager en central plads i fællesskabets liv, bliver den ’gode’ innovation et
vigtigt instrument for opnåelse af social anerkendelse, og den tilfører status til den person, der
har frembragt innovationen. Innovationers evne til at generere social anerkendelse og status
kædes i afhandlingen endvidere sammen med den observation, at innovationer kan ses som
forlængelse af innovatørens selv.
Alt i alt peger den udvidede tilgang til innovation på, at ud over innovatørens indre behov for
at udtrykke sig kreativt, hans konkrete behov for nye produktfunktionaliteter, og hans behov for
at bevise over for det omgivende samfund, at LEGO er en seriøs og kompleks hobby på linje
med andre hobbyer, så bidrager medlemskabet af mærkevarefællesskabet og den sociale
kontekst han indgår i, på afgørende vis, til at fremme innovationer. Sammen med afhandlingens
øvrige resultater indtog dette perspektiv en central rolle i konceptualiseringen af
mærkevarefællesskabsinnovation.
Der peges i afhandlingen på en række faktorer, som tilsammen påvirker og skaber betingelser
for innovation i mærkevarefællesskaber: 1) Mærkevarefællesskabsfaktorer, som karakteriserer
medlemmernes oplevelse af samhørighed, den moral, samt de ritualer og traditioner de sammen
udvikler. Disse faktorer guider og motiverer fundamentalt set medlemmerne som innovatører,
2) ’Mood’-faktorer, som vedrører fællesskabets atmosfære og som karakteriserer fællesskabets
innovative ’klima’, 3) Individuelle faktorer, som relaterer sig til innovatørens evner, interesser og
personlige erfaringer. Disse faktorer ’klæber’ til innovatøren og karakteriserer ham som
innovatør, og endelig 4) Eksterne omgivelsesfaktorer. Disse faktorer eksisterer ’uden for’
mærkevarerfællesskabet, men griber ind i fællesskabets liv og påvirker derfor medlemmernes
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måder at tænke og handle på, herunder deres innovative processer. Faktorerne spiller sammen
og beskriver hvordan innovationer opstår inden for mærkevarefællesskaber. Der gives i
afhandlingen flere eksempler på faktorer, som ovenfor beskrevet, og der diskuteres samtidig
hvorledes innovation, som foregår i mærkevarefællesskaber, er kontekstafhængig, kulturbunden
og sensitiv over for påvirkninger og forandringer ’udefra’. Konceptualiseringen adskiller sig fra
andre beskrivelser af forbrugere som innovatører ved at anlægge et holistisk perspektiv, der
udover det individbaserede perspektiv, som er det mest fremherskende perspektiv inden for
litteraturen, også involverer sociale og kulturelle dimensioner. Herved tilbydes et bredere og
også mere komplekst perspektiv på innovation, som kan anvendes som analysemodel i
undersøgelsen af, hvorvidt et givent mærkevarefællesskab kan forventes at innovere.
Jf. afhandlingens fokus på at undersøge AFOL-mærkevarefællesskabet har spørgsmålet om
virksomhedens relationer til mærkevarefællesskaber kun fået begrænset opmærksomhed. Ikke
desto mindre peger afhandlingen på en række områder, der kan have betydning for
virksomheder, der ønsker at integrere ’eksternes’ innovationer i deres værdiskabelsesprocesser.
Derfor tilbydes der i konklusionen et separat afsnit, der med udgangspunkt i ni specifikke
områder, diskuterer de udfordringer og barrierer, der møder virksomheden, som ønsker at
integrere forbrugeres innovationer i sådanne processer.
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1. INTRODUCTION
This dissertation is about a recent phenomenon of consumers who on their own form, develop,
and maintain global communities centered on branded goods and services, conceptually known
as organic brand communities (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). It is about how these consumers
socially interact, how they exchange knowledge and ideas of relevance to their consumption
experiences and usage of the brand, and how they improve and develop new products and
services. Whereas investigations of e.g. the Mini, Saab, and Apple Macintosh brand communities
have shown that consumers do form communities that are centered on their common interest
in a brand, the phenomenon of brand community members as innovators who improve and
develop new products and services has not been investigated before. Thus, with the overall
intention of illuminating the relationship between brand community membership and consumers
as innovators, this dissertation offers a first description and conceptualization of brand

community innovation, i.e. brand community members as innovators who improve and develop
new products and services.
My interest in brand community and consumers as innovators began at the time I was working
for the LEGO Group as senior director of Global Brand Strategies. In 1998, the LEGO Group
launched the Robotics Invention System under the product line called LEGO Mindstorms. The
heart of LEGO Mindstorms was the RCX, a programmable microcontroller-based large yellow
brick which could operate three motors, three sensors, and an infrared serial communications
interface simultaneously, thus enabling consumers to conceive and put together all sorts of
robots and creations that moved and 'behaved' in ways never seen before. Despite the
product’s obvious complexity and its strong technological appeal, it came as a surprise to LEGO
employees that it was adults and not children who were actually buying the LEGO Mindstorms
products. Firstly, children and not adults were the target group of the marketing launch
campaign. Moreover, adults were thought of as either parents who bought LEGO products for
their children or as gift givers who bought LEGO sets for other children, but not as people who
consumed LEGO products themselves. Within the first three months, 80,000 Robotics
Invention Systems were sold and the product line became an instant success among students at
MIT, Stanford, and other universities around the world. Anecdotes tell that some universities
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had to launch a LEGO Mindstorms prohibition as students who brought their LEGO
Mindstorms creations to university skipped classes to play instead. Within days of the launch, to
escape what was by some LEGO Mindstorms consumers considered limitations of the RCX
code and to be able to control the RCX from non-Windows machines, some consumers began
reverse engineering the RCX, and soon:
‘dozens of Web sites were hosting third-party programs that
helped Mindstorms users build robots that Lego had never
dreamed of: soda machines, blackjack dealers, even toilet
scrubbers. Hardware mavens designed sensors that were far
more sophisticated than the touch and light sensors included in
the factory kit. More than 40 Mindstorms guidebooks provided
step-by-step strategies for tweaking performance out of the kit's
727 parts’ (Koerner, 2006:2).
Again, the kind of activities LEGO Mindstorms consumers engaged in combined with their level
of ingenuity completely took the LEGO Group by surprise. Besides opening up a new and
previously unaddressed market, the LEGO Mindstorms launch also drew attention to a new
type of consumer. These consumers wanted more than simply to consume products as they
were produced by the LEGO Group. They wanted to consume the products in the company of
like-minded others and they wanted to learn from what others had done. Also, they brought all
their competencies as software programmers, engineers, modelers, architects etc. into their
consumption of the LEGO Mindstorms products. This merge resulted among other things in the
writing of new code for the RCX, numerous guidebooks that gave ideas and suggestions for
how to get more out of the products, the organizing of Mindstorms User Groups (MUGs),
which allowed for social interaction, knowledge sharing, and which gave online and face-to-face
access to inspiration and input from like-minded others. LEGO Mindstorms consumers arranged
competitions and conventions, and those who had teaching positions, or who followed technical
classes brought their LEGO Mindstorms creations and experiences into the classroom.
As mentioned, because they were adults, these consumers did not appear in any of the LEGO
Group’s strategies or segmentation plans, nor were they considered a market per se. And yet,
they were the ones who bought the LEGO Mindstorms products, they were the ones who
formed communities to get more out of their consumption experiences, and they were the
ones who quickly conceived a large number of new products and services that added new
dimensions to the LEGO Mindstorms brand experience. This contradiction deeply intrigued me,
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and what began as a curiosity about a potentially new and valuable consumer segment turned
into a profound interest in ’these people’ who could not be fitted into the traditional perception
of the typical LEGO consumer, or any other known type of consumer for that matter. Instead,
they did so many things that did not correspond with the perception of what ‘consumers usually
do’. They did not consume the products as individuals. Rather a central part of their experiences
with the brand was based on social and creative interactions with like-minded others. They did
not accept the products as they were, but modified, improved, and created new product and
service solutions that better fitted their needs and wants. Also, they did not wait for the firm to
take action on things which concerned the products, nor did they contact the firm to learn
more about the products, or to have answers and problems regarding the use of the products
solved. Instead, they did it for themselves via the communities, the guidebooks, the online
resources, and the many other things they created.
Thorough observing LEGO Mindstorms consumers I discovered that there were in fact many
adult LEGO consumers ‘out there’. Many of these adult LEGO consumers, including LEGO
Mindstorms consumers, thought of themselves as LEGO hobbyists who belonged to the larger
self-formed and self-organized Adult Fans of LEGO community (hereafter referred to as the
AFOL community). The number of AFOLs is not known. However, judging from the number of
unique visitors who visit and use online organizations and resources developed by AFOLs in
combination with recent LEGO Group sales statistics, which have shown that a considerable
proportion of the firm’s revenues comes from adult consumers who buy LEGO products for
themselves, there are if not hundreds of thousands, then several thousand active AFOLs around
the world.
Further investigating the AFOL community, I found that AFOLs had created a number of
online and offline organizations and resources that supported their interest in the LEGO brand.
Compared to the communities LEGO Mindstorms consumers had formed, I found that the
AFOL community was more broadly based and involved more interests related to the LEGO
brand. Finally, I found that AFOLs, similar to LEGO Mindstorms consumers, had over a long
period of time improved and also created new products and services that were based on
LEGO System elements. However, how AFOLs had created the community, what characterized
the ‘inner dynamics’ of the AFOL community, e.g. the sense of ‘we’ness’ and the social relations
members shared, and whether and how AFOLs’ membership in the AFOL community created
‘innovation friendly’ conditions for AFOLs, I could not tell. Consequently, to learn more about
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consumers as creators of communities and how their membership in brand communities
potentially influences them as innovators, I decided to further investigate the AFOL community,
hence the choice of topic and case that is investigated in this dissertation. Till date, no one has
investigated the AFOL community as a case. Nor has anyone studied brand community as an
evolving phenomenon or the relationship between brand community membership and
innovation. Thus, this study offers both a first description of this particular group of consumers
and the way they have created ‘their’ community, and also a first analysis and conceptualization
of brand community innovation.
The Research Questions
Turning to the literature that has dealt with the topics addressed in this dissertation, it is well
known that consumers use the symbolic dimensions of branded goods and services to forge
personal roles and identities, and also to communicate to others ‘who they are’, and ‘what they
stand for’. Recently, brands’ role as a ‘means’ to socially connect and build communities with
other consumers of the brand have further extended the understanding of the way consumers
interact and make use of brands. In particular, the emerging theoretical field centered on the
concept of brand community addresses the phenomenon of consumers who form communities
around their shared interest in given brands. With its focus on members’ perceptions and
experiences of the brand on which the community is centered, their social interactions, brand
meaning negotiations, and ways of doing things, the brand community literature constitutes the
main theoretical framework that has guided this dissertation. However, whereas the brand
community literature has a lot to say on these topics, it remains silent when it comes to the
topic of consumers as innovators.
This topic is addressed in another emerging field known as user innovation (von Hippel,
1988). This stream of innovation literature focuses on the private user and not the manufacturer
as innovator1. Some of these studies have shown that consumers who belong to communities
centered on non-branded interests, such as cycling, windsurfing, and sports equipment,

1 von Hippel (2005) points out that whether an innovation should be characterized as a user innovation or a

manufacturer innovation depends on the functional relationship between the innovator and innovation. Thus, an
innovation is a user innovation when the developer expects to benefit by using it, whereas an innovation is a
manufacturer innovation when the developer expects to benefit by selling it. Throughout this section I refer to the
private innovator as a user as this term (and not the terms consumer or member, which are used in the brand
community literature) is used in the user innovation literature.
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individually and together with other consumers, do engage in the improvement and the
development of new products and services. Moreover, the user innovation field has been
occupied with investigating the types of innovations consumers perform, their motives for
innovating, the way users contribute to one another’s innovation processes, and whether users’
innovations are picked up by other users and firms. Thus, the user innovation literature
illuminates aspects unexplored by the brand community literature. However, with its focus on
individual innovators, compared to the brand community literature, the social and cultural
dynamics among innovators, the brand related ideas that members share, and the way members
interact and negotiate meaning about the brand and consumption activity they are involved in,
have not been addressed. Consequently, as the social context of brand community is key to this
dissertation, the user innovation perspective provides a supportive contextual theme.
In sum, based in the preliminary observations I made of the LEGO Mindstorms and the AFOL
community, the underlying assumption that drives this dissertation is that membership in the
AFOL community motivates AFOLs to innovate. To further operationalize the assumption, I ask
the following questions:

•

How was the AFOL community formed and how has it developed over time?

•

To what extent do AFOLs innovate and what characterizes them as innovators?

•

How does AFOLs’ membership in the AFOL community influence them as innovators?

•

What key factors can be identified that conceptualize brand community innovation?

In regard to the term innovation, I use it to broadly refer to: ‘new things and ideas and new
ways of behaving and interacting with things’ (Arnould et al., 2004:712). The term innovation,
thus, is here not limited to physical products. Throughout the section I make the following
distinction with regard to the type of innovations users perform: 1) Innovations as

Improvements of existing processes, services, products and/or methods, also referred to as
incremental innovations, or continuous innovations, as they require minor changes in user
behavior, and 2) First-of-type innovations, that is, novel and new to the world innovations which
are defined by a high degree of innovativeness that opens up new markets and/or product
categories, and which are also known as radical and discontinuous innovations, entailing major
changes in user behavior (von Hippel, 1988; Darsø, 2001; Arnould et al., 2004; Rosenø, 2005).
These distinctions are further elaborated in Chapter 7.
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As indicated by the research questions, the unit of analysis is both the individual AFOL as well
as the AFOL community as a whole. For example, as the second and third question aim to
explore AFOLs as innovators and how membership in the AFOL community influences them as
innovators, the empirical investigation and analysis taken to answer these questions have the
individual AFOL as the unit of analysis. Aiming to describe in a broader perspective how the
AFOL community was formed, how it developed over time, and also the key factors that
conceptualize brand community innovation, the unit of analysis in the first and fourth question is
AFOLs as a collective, i.e. as a social unit. All together I find that both units of analysis are
needed in the investigation of on the one hand AFOLs as individual members and innovators
and on the other hand the AFOL community as a phenomenon that is formed, maintained, and
developed by a collective of members.
Organization of the Dissertation
The dissertation has been organized into 10 chapters. Given the topics and the research
questions that are addressed in this dissertation, based on main perspectives identified in the
brand community literature, Chapter 2 discusses the overall methodological position taken in
this dissertation and the consequences this position has had for my fieldwork identity. Because
of the chapter’s references to the brand community literature, it also functions as an
introduction to the next chapter. Chapter 3 presents and discusses the literature on brand
community and user innovation. To provide a background for these themes, the chapter begins
by describing how community is understood in a broader context, and how brands have been
thought of over time. Then follows a review of parts of the brand community and user
innovation literature that are considered of relevance to this study. Towards the end of the
chapter, and based in the research questions, I describe the conceptual framework that has
guided the overall structure and the empirical study of the AFOL community. Chapter 4
presents the choices I have made regarding research design, research methods, and how I
analyzed the empirical data. Finally, the chapter discusses the limitations of this study concerning
data collection and research design. Chapter 5 represents the first empirical chapter. Following a
chronological structure, the chapter introduces and describes the AFOL community during the
different stages of the community’s development from the early 90s up until today. The chapter
aims to describe not only how the community evolved through stages of development but also
how it formed into a global network of different organizations and resources that individually
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and as a whole contributed to expanding and enriching AFOLs’ experiences of the LEGO
hobby. Whereas Chapter 5 takes mainly a historical and holistic perspective to the foundation
and development of the AFOL community, Chapter 6 gives an empirical account of the basic
assumptions and values that are shared among AFOLs. As such, the chapter focuses on the
lived experiences of being an AFOL. Chapter 7 focuses on AFOLs as innovators. It gives an
overview of AFOLs’ innovations, and to exemplify more in depth the kind of innovations AFOLs
perform, it introduces seven mini-cases. The chapter compares innovators with non-innovators
and also relates AFOLs’ innovations to the LEGO Group’s product launches with the purpose
of investigating the relevance of AFOLs’ innovations to the larger market that exists ‘outside’ the
AFOL community. Drawing on theory introduced in Chapter 3, and rooted in the structure
outlined in the conceptual framework, Chapter 8 moves on to analyze and discuss the empirical
findings more in depth. It examines the development the AFOL community has gone through; it
addresses AFOLs’ lived experiences of being AFOLs, and it analyzes the role AFOLs’
innovations play both in regard to the individual but also the community as a whole. Finally, the
chapter synthesizes the findings by suggesting a set of key factors that individually and as a whole
conceptualize brand community innovation. Reflecting on the findings which emerged in
Chapter 8, Chapter 9 discusses how they contribute to existing theory, outlined in Chapter 3,
and what the consequences of these findings are to what is currently known of brand
community and user innovation. Finally, Chapter 10 concludes the dissertation by summing up
and answering the research questions. As indicated by the research questions, I consider the
self-formed and self-organized AFOL community to be of primary empirical interest.
Consequently, the question of how firms can interact with brand communities such as the
AFOL community has not been prioritized. Nevertheless, through studying the AFOL
community I learned that firms that want to interact with organic brand communities face a
number of challenges. As the firm-brand community interaction perspective remains largely
unexplored in the literature, at the end of the conclusion I address this topic, even though it is
not part of the research questions. Finally, I conclude the chapter by pointing to possible
directions for further research.
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2. METHODOLOGICAL POSITION
One of the fundamental questions that confront all research studies concerns that of clarifying
the methodological perspective2 and the underlying ontological and epistemological choices that
have been made. With its references to studies of brand community, the clarification
furthermore serves as an introduction to the literature review. Topics concerning research
design, the concrete research methods chosen, and limitations of the chosen research design,
are not part of this chapter, but are addressed prior to the empirical chapters (in Chapter 4).
In the process of formulating the methodological position, I turned to the brand community
literature to learn from the ways other scholars have studied brand communities. Before
discussing their work, I will outline a few clarifications of importance to this chapter. Throughout
the chapter I use the term brand community literature to broadly refer to the body of literature
which describes the phenomenon of consumers who form communities around branded goods
and services. I realize that scholars have used other terms like subculture of consumption (cf.
Schouten & McAlexander, 1995) and postmodern tribe (cf. Cova, 1997; Cova & Cova, 2002) to
describe a similar phenomenon. Nevertheless, with the emphasis on subculture and
postmodernity, these scholars have clearly wanted to accentuate their particular understanding
of the phenomenon they have studied. However, as McAlexander & Schouten (1995) express
in their later studies (McAlexander et al., 2002), the concept of brand community (as defined by
Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001): is ‘a better fit for the relationships we encountered in the field’
(McAlexander et al., 2002:39). Similarly, and in regard to the notion of the postmodern tribe,
Cova & Cova expressed the viewpoint that: ’Brand communities are explicitly commercial,
whereas postmodern tribes are not. However, when a postmodern tribe is organized around a
same passion for a cult-object which is the case of the Harley-Davidson Owners Group, it
exhibits many similarities with a brand community’ (Cova & Cova, 2002:603). In other words, a
postmodern tribe and a brand community share similarities insofar as members share a passion
for a brand to which consumers exhibit great devotion or dedication (Atkin, 2004).
Consequently, when I use the term brand community and when I refer to brand community

A perspective is here described as an analytical model that scholars use for guidance and when interpreting their
empirical work (Scott in Schultz, 1990:19).
2
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literature I do so with the intention of stating what is of empirical interest to this dissertation:
consumers who are forming communities around branded goods or services. However, when
there is a need to emphasize conceptual differences between the methodological perspectives
outlined in this chapter, I will make specific references to these perspectives instead.
Main Perspectives on Community
Given the study’s empirical and explorative nature, my main interest was in the literature that
aimed at understanding rather than explaining brand community as a phenomenon (Hamilton,
1994). I associate what I label the ‘understanding approach’ with an interpretive and naturalistic
approach that intends to learn about the ways brands and consumptions activities are
incorporated and part of people’s lives and cultures (Belk, 1988). Consequently, the
‘understanding approach’ primarily draws on qualitative research methods for collecting
empirical material3, such as participant observation, interviewing, and visual methods. I associate
the ‘explaining approach’, on the other hand, with studies that first and foremost aim to
establish causal relationships between different parameters, and which therefore use statistical
methods (like surveys and experiments) for collecting data.
Before I turn to discussing the ‘understanding approach more in depth, I will briefly introduce
the ‘explaining approach’.
Contrary to the ‘understanding approach’, the ‘explaining approach’ uses, as said, on statistical
measures and methods in the study of brand community (McAlexander et al., 2003;
Algesheimer et al., 2005). Although scholarly work associated with the ‘explanatory approach’
draw on the brand community literature cited in this and the next chapter, in general it does
not subscribe to any particular methodological position per se. Instead, it has been concerned
with developing scales and conceptual models that can test hypotheses and establish causal
relationships between for example brand community participation on the one hand, and brand
community integration and other marketing and branding related dimensions on the other hand.
Thus, as these scholars have primarily aimed to establish causal relations between different
dimensions of brand community, rather than classifying the scholarly work as an independent
methodological position, I think of the work as contributing to quantifying aspects of brand
community membership, but not as deepening the understanding of e.g. what meanings
In regards to qualitative studies, I find the term empirical material (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994:14) to be more suitable
compared to the more often-used term data, which I associate mainly with quantitative studies.
3
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members associate with their brand community membership, the way members negociate
meaning of the brand, what motivates members to innovate etc. Hence, because of the
empirical and explorative nature of the research questions, the literature grouped under the
‘understanding approach’ provided the main source of inspiration.
The ‘Understanding Approach’
The ‘understanding approach’, as I define it here, has its roots in what has been labelled the

interpretive turn that took place in consumer research during the 80s (Sherry, 1991 in
Østergaard & Jantzen, 2001). The scholarly work associated with the interpretive turn dealt with
expanding the understandings of consumers, which had previously been centered mainly on the
study and analysis of utilitarian choice/purchase behavior and personal needs and motives (cf. ;
McCracken, 1986; Belk 1988; Belk et al., 1989; Douglas & Isherwood, 1996 [1979]). With the
interpretive turn came, as the term indicates, a greater awareness towards the cultural, symbolic,
meaning-based, and emotional sides of consumers and their relationships to brands and
consumption acts. During the interpretive turn scholars, particularly in North America, were
occupied with exploring topics such as: how do consumers make use of their possessions to
communicate social difference and similarity? How are social bonds and shared practices formed
among consumers? How do consumption acts influence traditions and ritualistic practices
among consumers? Consequently, with the interpretive turn, the reference disciplines, which
used to be psychology and economics, were expanded to include social science and humanistic
disciplines like sociology, anthropology, cultural studies, and semiotics/linguistics (Østergaard &
Jantzen, 2001).
Turning to the brand community literature, under the ‘understanding approach’ I identified three
methodological perspectives. Each in their own way they have been greatly influenced by the
interpretive turn insofar as they generally approach brand community as a social and cultural
phenomenon. For example, the perspectives all suggest that consumers construct brand
communities via the meanings members share, and that they form legitimate and meaningful
relationships with other consumers who use the same brand; they approach the boundaries of
brand community as conceptual and symbolic; they suggest that members of a brand
community are socialized into the community, and are tied together in shared emotional links
and outlooks on life etc. Consequently, I have not approached the differences between the
three perspectives as absolute and mutually exclusive; rather, I have thought of them as focusing
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on different facets of brand community, which taken together provide knowledge of brand
community as a social and cultural phenomenon.
Nevertheless, differences and nuances between the perspectives also exist. Thus, under the
first perspective, which I labeled the individual-centered perspective, scholars were occupied
with analyzing and interpreting brand community from the perspective and understanding of the
individual member as belonging to a sub-culture; under the social constructionist perspective,
scholars emphasized in particular members’ social constructions as central to the understanding
of brand community, and finally, under the micro-group perspective, scholars conceptualized
brand community as one of many micro-groups, which on an aggregated level were perceived
as making up society.
The Individual-Centered Perspective
From the point of view of the individual member, this perspective contributes to the
understanding of how consumers make use of brands, consumption practices and experiences
to create their own cultural categories of who they perceive themselves to be, or would like to
be (cf. Schouten & McAlexander, 1995; Kozinets, 1997, 1999, 2001). Members are seen as
linked to the brand community first and foremost because of their personal interest in the
brand.
The individual-centered perspective furthermore take the position that people are socialized
and integrated into an already existing social context, which has been defined by former and
present members’ shared history, values, and practices. In this process, the individual-centered
perspective observes that newcomers undergo a form of self-transformation, which results in
the gradual adaptation of the group’s values and beliefs.
What are the implications of applying an individual-centered perspective to the study of brand
community? Under the individual-centered perspective, meanings of the brand and what it
stands for are perceived to be largely socially fixed, i.e. the meaning of the brand is perceived to
be given a priori (e.g. via the brand’s core values as defined by the firm). Consequently,
consumer-brand relations are mainly studied from the point of view of how individual brand
community members use the brand ethos in an identity and a within-group/across-group status
context. Focus is furthermore on examining and interpreting the artifacts, rituals, practices and
status hierarchies that are created and arranged by members. These dimensions are seen as
markers of the community and therefore essential to the understanding of what links members

11

METHODOLOGICAL POSITION

socially. I find that questions that relate to the individual-centered position tend to address
topics like: how are meanings of the brand adopted by newcomers? How are individual
members integrated and socialized into the community? How do the meanings members create
deviate from, or stand in opposition to, the official culture, i.e., the culture that is socially and
institutionally legitimated (Fiske, 1992)? What roles, experiences, practices, and social
relationships exist within the community? I consider these questions to be valid and highly
relevant to this dissertation. However, given the dissertation’s focus on brand community as a
phenomenon that is created by members themselves, additional perspectives emphasizing the
social processes among members and how these interactions influence e.g. perceptions of the
brand and the community are needed. Such perspectives are provided in the following.
The Social Constructionist Perspective
Compared to the individual-centered perspective, which saw the brand’s ethos as core to the
meanings members’ ascribe one another and the practices they engage in, the social
constructionist position contended that brand community must be viewed as a socially

constructed phenomenon (cf. Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; Jensen Schau & Muniz, 2002; Broderick
et al., 2003; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2005; Muniz & Jensen Schau, 2005; O’Guinn & Muniz, 2005).
Under the social constructionist perspective, brand community is perceived as created,
maintained and re-created via members’ thinking, language and social practice. Consequently,
questions related to the social constructionist position typically addressed topics such as: what
meaning do people associate with the brand and their brand community membership? How do
members negotiate brand meaning? What is the meaning of certain rituals and traditions?
Clearly, these questions build on the questions raised from the individual-centered perspective,
and with its greater focus on the social relations among members as constituting the
community, the social constructionist perspective is very much in line with the dissertation’s
interest areas as expressed in the research question. The following section will therefore
elaborate on some of the core ideas that lie behind the social constructionist position.
Fundamentally, there is not one but many understandings of what characterizes the social
constructionist position (Burr, 2003 [1995]; Collin, 2003; Sørensen, 2002). Based on Burr’s
review of different authors’ approaches to social constructionism, Burr suggests four ‘things you
would absolutely have to believe in order to be a social constructionist’ (2003 [1995]:2-5):
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Social Constructionism Takes a Critical Position towards Taken-For-Granted Knowledge
In contrast to the position of positivism, which takes the ontological position that there is a
reality ‘out there’ and ‘in there’ in each of us that exists in itself and that can be studied and
revealed via observations, interviews etc. (Sørensen, 2002), the social constructionist position is
rooted in the ontological position that all of the social phenomena and categories people
employ to apprehend the world are relative and socially constructed (Larkin, 2006), i.e. antiessential (Burr, 1998)4. Thus, the positivist idea that knowledge about the world reveals itself to
us in an unbiased and unproblematic way is rejected by the social constructionist perspective,
which argues that the positivist methods silence too many voices (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994).

Social Constructionism Emphasizes Historical and Cultural Specificity
Social constructionism holds that the way people understand the world and the categories they
use to apprehend what is going on have to do with the particular historical context and culture
they are part of (Collin, 2003). Thus, from a social constructionist perspective, in principle it is
not possible to make universal value judgments of whether the things people do, or the ideas
they have are ‘good’ or ‘bad’, ‘right’ or ‘wrong’, as people’s understandings and knowledge of the
world are thought of as being relative, local, and context dependent, and therefore bound to
the individual member’s perception of what is going on in this world, and what it means to him
or her.

Knowledge of the World is Sustained via Social Processes
Where does knowledge that people hold as truth come from? Social constructionism views the
truths that are held by people as a fabrication, an artifact, of the social processes and the
historical contexts people are part of (Collin, 2003). Truth, in this respect, can be seen as: ‘our
current accepted ways of understanding the world’ (Burr, 2003 [1995]:3). The degree to which
people’s ideas about the world are perceived to be constructed varies and can be described as
existing on a continuum (Burr, 2003 [1995]; Collin, 2003). At the one end of the continuum we
find social constructionism in an ‘extreme’ form, which takes the standpoint that all our
4

Collin (2003) exemplifies this position: observations and conventions suggest to us that there are two categories
of human beings: men and women. In this connection, social constructionism challenges gender as something which
is given by nature and which exists as an objective truth. Instead, social constructionism emphasizes that our
conception of gender is constructed via the concepts and categories we use when we think and speak about
gender. Gender, therefore, is not objectively given, as e.g. the position of realism would claim it to be. Therefore,
instead of insisting on upholding two categories of human beings, social constructionists are interested in exploring
the many ideas people have of gender and the language they use to construct the notion of gender.
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knowledge about the physical world, our identities, our selves is a construction that does not
reflect the things in the world as they are, but is determined by discourse, i.e. how we talk about
and give meaning and identity to things, but also the social practices we engage in and live our
lives according to (Burr, 2003 [1995]: 75, 105). At the other end of the continuum we find a
less ‘extreme’ position, which sees social reality as a construction. This position claims that what
we take to be real is constructed from social resources and interpretive repertories (Potter &
Wetherell in Burr, 1998). What is real to people, should thus be studied as something which is:
‘locally managed and accomplished by people in interaction’ (Burr, 1998:21). Contrary to the
‘extreme’ position, the less ‘extreme’ position typically sees the social world as being both
socially constructed and real, i.e. similar to the subcultural perspective, it recognizes the
existence of a ‘material world of social structure’ (Burr, 1998:24), into which people are born
and which therefore, to various degrees, frames and influences the choices the individual can
make (Burr, 2003 [1995]). With reference to Huberman & Miles (1994:429), we can say that
the less ‘radical’ social constructionist perspective finds that there are some lawful, stable and
regular relationships that link individuals to one another, and that the study of these
relationships can teach us more about social life.

Knowledge and Social Action go Together
This characteristic is central to the understanding of how the social constructionist perspective
links the knowledge that people have of the world with their actions, i.e. the way they respond
to ’things’ and people in their surroundings. The viewpoint is that as people construct the social
world they live in, the ideas they come to know and hold to be true: ‘[become] a reality to
which they must respond’ (Burr, 2003 [1995]:185). Knowledge of the world thus determines
the way we talk about the world, which subsequently determines social action. Thus, when we
externalize the meanings we as individuals associate with certain things or ideas, and when we
institutionalize the habits that are meaningful to us, we socialize one another into believing e.g.
that spilling soup is bad, and that our actions at the dining table should therefore be aimed at
avoiding spilling soup (Berger & Luckmann, 2004). Thus, seeing the individual and society as
separate represents in itself a construction. Therefore, the social constructionist position instead
suggests that we consider individuals and society as related to one another in one system (Burr,
2003 [1995]).
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What are the implications of applying a social constructionist perspective to brand community?
According to Fournier (1998), who has studied the many and various relationships people have
with brands, ‘the relationship between a consumer and brand/firm is summed up in the meaning
of the brand/firm to the person’ (Fournier, 2002:23). In other words, a relationship with a brand

is what the relationship means5 to people. Similarly, with its emphasis on meaning, a social
constructionist perspective on brand community entails that we base our understandings on
what membership fundamentally means to members. Thus, focus should be on exploring the
culturally and historically located categories and classifications members use when e.g. socially
interacting with one another, when new members are socialized into the community, and when
describing what membership in a brand community and also members’ innovations means to
them. Furthermore, focus should be on the study of how members’ meanings ‘play back’ on
their actions, i.e. how meanings institutionalize certain habits and actions, which again become
realities to which members must respond.
Finally, in the following I will discuss the third perspective I identified under the ‘understanding
approach’ and that I have labeled the micro-group perspective.
The Micro-Group Perspective
According to this perspective (cf. Cova, 1997; Cova & Cova 2002), the era in which we live can
be described as the postmodern era. Central to the notion of the postmodern era is the shift
from modernity and the move towards a new historical period or form of society (Muggleton,
2000:34). Postmodernity encapsulates the idea that the foundation of the ‘big truths’, like
science, humanism and political ideologies, no longer exists (Askegaard, 1995:17). Instead, what
characterizes society is a ‘severe social dissolution and extreme individualism’ (Cova, 1997:300;
Cova & Cova, 2002:596), cultural fragmentation, and the fall of institutions which fundamentally
uproot people and change their experience of time and space (Best & Kellner, 1991:5). In this
context, the micro-group perspective on brand community aims to explore why and how
people, despite social dissolution and fragmentation, attempt to socially ‘re-root’ themselves and
display a ‘desperate search for the social link’ (Cova, 1997:300).

5

Defining meaning, with reference to Wolfe, Vendler, Weber and Meade, Fournier (2002) distinguishes between

information: ‘the disintegration and reduction of the complex into small, manageable bites’, and meaning, which she

defines as ‘the assembly of bites into larger, more complex and abstract wholes. The large sense made out of many
small units.’
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Whereas the individual-centered perspective finds brand community to be a kind of
marginalized phenomenon that is subordinated to society, the micro-group perspective
conceptualizes brand communities as micro-groups, which belong to networks of other microgroups, which on an aggregated level make up society (Cova & Cova, 2002:599). Brand
community is thus not a subordinate or inferior phenomenon, but an integral part of society.
This perspective is similar to the social constructionist perspective, which suggests thinking of
society and individuals as one; the viewpoint being that humans, who are considered producers,
influence society, which is considered a human product and which again influences the
producers, i.e. humans (Berger & Luckmann, 2004:99).
To describe the social links that people seek to establish via their consumption activities,
postmodern scholars generally prefer the term postmodern tribe over the term community, as
they want to emphasize the independence of these postmodern tribes with regard to e.g.
established parameters of modern society6. The viewpoint is furthermore that postmodern
tribes are supported by, rather than centered on a brand. Thus, the micro-group position
fundamentally questions the existence of some ‘central power’ (like e.g. the brand) that
maintains the social coherence of the brand community. Instead, ‘non-rationalistic’ passions,
emotions, shared visions of life, and symbolically and ritually manifested commitments are seen
as holding people together.
Consequently, the implications of the micro-group perspective for the understanding of
brand community include the emphasis on basing one’s understanding of the brand on its linking

value, i.e. its capability to link people socially. According to the micro-group perspective, brand
community does not come into existence because of the brand. Rather, brand community
exists because the brand supports the social links people so ‘desperately seek’ to form with one
another (Cova, 1997:300). Like the individual-centered perspective, the micro-group
perspective emphasizes the study of rituals and the emotions and passions that members share;
however, like the social constructionist perspective, these dimensions are perceived to be
created in social interactions among people rather than given by e.g. the brand ethos.
Before I turn to the methodological position of the dissertation, I will briefly discuss the
scholarly work I have not considered part of the ‘understanding approach’, and which was
therefore not identified as separate methodological perspectives, nor seen as belonging to the
three perspectives outlined above.
6

Nevertheless, as previously mentioned, brand communities such as the one founded on the Harley-Davidson
brand are recognized to posses the characteristics of the postmodern tribe.
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Methodological Position
As indicated in the research questions, a central part of this dissertation involves the study of
how members construct brand community, how they socially interact, how they form meaning
of the brand and their brand community membership, and how they engage in innovation
processes. Given the focus on these topics, I find that the social constructionist perspective in
the less ‘radical’ form, which implies that brand community is culturally and historically located
and produced by its members, offers a particularly relevant perspective from which to study the
research questions.
First of all, compared to the micro-group perspective, which defines the social links among
members and the sharing of emotions and passions as the main drivers of brand community,
the social constructionist perspective encourages us to also recognize and explore the different
kinds of resources and ‘things’ that brand community gives access to and allows, and which have
been created, maintained and re-created by members. Furthermore, whereas the micro-group
perspective only recognizes the symbolic and ritual commitments people make as the ‘glue’ that
holds the brand community together, as the ‘radical’ social constructionist perspective would
too, the social constructionist perspective also points to the existence of some lawful, stable and
regular characteristics that work to maintain the brand community, and which are manifested in,
for example, the infrastructures and organizations7 members create. Reviewing the literature
that takes a social constructionist perspective on brand community (cf. Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001;
Jensen Schau & Muniz, 2002; Broderick et. al., 2003; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2005; Muniz & Jensen
Schau, 2005; O’Guinn & Muniz, 2005) these authors provide different examples that
demonstrate the existence of some lawful, stable and regular features of brand community. For
example, Broderick et al. (2003) show how some Mini owners develop and maintain
relationships with other Mini owners because of a shared interest and participation in motor
racing events and car rallies. The motor racing events and car rallies introduce regularity to the
relationship, and these events consequently tie Mini owners together beyond the symbolic and
ritual commitments that exist between members. Thus, compared to the social constructionist
perspective, I find that the micro-group perspective disregards some aspects of brand
Throughout the dissertation I broadly use the term organization when I refer to the different clubs, online forums
etc. which has been created by AFOLs. The term organization is typically associated with an instrumental collective
that is designed to achieve relatively specific goals and that are based in relatively strong and formalized social
structures (Scott, 1998, in Mejlby, Nielsen & Schultz). To various degrees, these characteristics also apply to for
example the clubs and the online forums AFOLs have created.

7
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community I consider important to the understanding of the process through which members
create brand communities.
In regards to the individual-centered perspective, rather than seeing the brand ethos and the
social relations and structures as given and more or less fixed, the social constructionist
perspective urges us to place emphasis on the understanding of how various dimensions of the
brand ethos, but also the social relations and the kinds of local truths and meanings members
associate with their membership, changes and evolves over time. Consequently, empirically
studying brand community as something that is created in social processes and dynamics among
members, and not as something that is given and fixed, I believe we can achieve a deeper and
fuller understanding of brand community as phenomenon, i.e. how brand community arises
because of members’ shared perceptions of the brand, how it evolves over time, and how
innovations are linked to e.g. different development stages of the brand community.
In any case, I do not think of the social constructionist perspective as a methodological
‘straitjacket’, the only ‘right’ perspective from which brand community can and must be studied.
Rather, I think of the social constructionist perspective as an opportunity which, compared to
the individual-centered and the micro-group perspective, encourages us to approach brand
community as being socially constructed and maintained via for example members’ social
processes and practices, but also the concrete infrastructures and organizations they create.
Besides serving as the main methodological position from which I have empirically approached
the study of the AFOL community, the social constructionist perspective also had implications
for the way I defined my mode of being-in-the-world (Atkinson & Hammersley in Silverman,
2001 [1993]:45), i.e. my fieldwork identity as a researcher (Silverman, 2001 [1993]:58).
A Social Constructionist Mode of Being-In-The-World
Essentially, I find that Fay’s (in Weick, 1993: 14-15) notion of the researcher as a sensemaker
encapsulates the way I translated the social constructionist perspective to my fieldwork identity:
‘It is the job of the sensemaker to convert a world of experience into
an intelligible world. That person’s job is not to look for the one true
picture that corresponds to a pre-existing, preformed reality. The
picture of sensemaking that emerges is not one of the tidy world of
Mastermind. Instead, the picture that is suggested is that there is
nobody here but us scratching around trying to make our experience
and our world as comprehensible to ourselves in the best way we can,
that the various kinds of order we come up with are a product of our
imagination and need, not something dictated to us by Reality itself.
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There isn’t any One true Map of the earth, of human existence, of the
universe, or of Ultimate Reality, a Map supposedly embedded inside
these things; there are only maps we construct to make sense of the
welter of our experience, and only us to judge whether these maps are
worthwhile for us or not’ (Fay, 1990:38 in Weick, 1993: 14-15).

Similar with the social constructionist perspective, and most qualitative researchers (Strauss &
Corbin, 1994:279), the sensemaker does not share the viewpoint that there is a preexisting set
of meanings ‘out there’ that we can simply ‘go out’, study, and measure. Thus, whereas I
approached the phenomenon of brand community as real and existing in itself, regardless of
whether I studied the phenomenon or not, similar to the social constructionist perspective, I
considered the subjective character of brand community to be context dependent, dynamic,
and inextricably bound up with the lifeworlds8 of those who belong to and form the brand
community. Given this premise, a relevant question is: how can the researcher gain ‘access’ to
members’ lifeworlds?
I have been inspired by Camus’ essay: ‘Le Mythe de Sisyphe’ (Boisen, 2005), in which Camus
uses the example of a stone to illustrate that in spite of the object’s realness and its objective
existence, we will never be able to fully explain or understand what it means to be a stone.
Using various scales we can describe the stone from the outside. Thus, studying the stone from
the position of an architect who may think of the stone as a potential building material, or from
the position of a stone collector who looks for the unique characteristics of the stone that sets
it apart from other stones, we may learn many things about the stone. Nevertheless, as Camus
points out in his essay, and what also characterized my research mode of being-in-the-world, is
that no matter how hard we try, and how many positions we study the stone from, the stone,
in itself, essentially and ultimately remains a stranger to us. In line with Camus’ epistemological
belief, I took the standpoint that how members experience brand community and what it
means to them could not be perfectly captured by me as a researcher. Hence, the complex
web of social experiences that have brought members to where they are today can never be
perfectly captured, and neither should the researcher try to do so9. Instead, this dissertation
8

The common-sense world of taken-for-granted horizons from where things are experienced (Harste &
Mortensen, 2002).
9
Furthermore, as pointed out by Silverman (2001:58 [1993]), there are several problematic sides to what he calls
the ‘fieldwork identity’ that contribute to the difficulties of studying social phenomena. For example, the gender of
the researcher may influence the way people being interviewed relate to the researcher. For example, Silverman
refers to a study of a nude beach where people were more likely to talk about their sexual orientation with
researchers who were the same gender (Warren & Rasmussen, 1977 in Silverman, 2001:59 [1993]). Another
example relates to whether the researcher is studying people in particular situations that locate the person ‘in
relation to the various conceptions of category and group membership used by participants’ (Silverman, 2001:58
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rests on the belief that there is ’no clear window into the inner life of an individual’ (Denzin &
Lincoln, 1994:12); in other words, there is no direct ‘access’ to members’ lifeworlds, i.e. their
experiences and meanings of being ‘in’ a brand community. Inspired by Camus (Boisen, 2005),
the goal was not to try to understand social rationality in itself, but rather to observe, describe,

and interpret the ‘outer appearance’ of the kinds of activities AFOLs were engaged in and
register their ‘atmosphere’, for example, by listening to the accounts (stories) they told about
what they did and why (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). In line with this viewpoint, this study takes the
position that whereas people’s experiences and meanings cannot be fully captured, they can be

approximated and interpreted via observations, descriptions, and interpretations (Denzin &
Lincoln, 1994).
In this connection, I think of this dissertation as a ‘tale from the field’ (Van Maanen, 1988, in
Denzin & Lincoln, 1994:11), which represents one of many possible descriptions and
interpretations of brand community, and which is part of an emerging research stream where:
‘The grand narratives will be replaced by more local, small scale theories fitted to specific
problems and specific situations’ (Lincoln in Denzin & Lincoln, 1994:11). I fully acknowledge that:
‘Qualitative interpretations are constructed’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994:15), i.e. that the theoretical
and empirical ‘knowledge’ I present in this dissertation represents my personal constructs and
interpretations, which again are based on consumers’ constructs and interpretations of their
life10 (Giddens & Pierson, 1998:4; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994:9). Given the discussions earlier in this
chapter, I do not believe that I (or anyone else who studies social phenomena) can
fundamentally escape, or avoid the ‘constructs of constructs circumstance’. What I can do, and
what I believe I have done in this chapter, is to make the methodological position on which I
have founded my study available and transparent. Furthermore, with the aim of: ‘checking for
the most common or most insidious biases that can steal into the process of drawing
conclusions’ (Huberman & Miles, 1994:438) in Chapter 4, I will present and discuss the choices I

[1993]). As Peräkyla shows in a study of a ward for terminally ill patients, depending on the situations and the kind
of challenges that faced the ward, researchers made use of four different ways, which Peräkyla calls psychological
frames, to define the patients and themselves (Peräkyla, 1989 in Silverman, 2001:58 [1993]). In addition, there may
be different aspects of e.g. the way members think of a brand, which remain hidden and unidentified to them. As
Fournier (1998:361) shows, some people develop enslavement-like and dependent relationships with the brands
they use, which Fournier terms ‘dark side’ relationships. It seems reasonable to suggest that many of these brand
relationships are not acknowledged by people. The three examples illustrate why the ‘truth’ about members’
experiences and meanings cannot be perfectly apprehended, and why I believe I can never ‘access’ the truths
members hold, more or less consciously, of their experiences and meanings of the world.
10
Thus, on the one hand, members themselves construct and interpret the social context that they are part of
whereas I, as a researcher (with my identity and motives for doing this study) attempt to make sense of members’
constructions and interpretations (Harrington, 2000).
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have made with regard to research design, research methods, and analysis of empirical material.
Also, I will outline a number of biases that may have influenced the observations and
interpretations I have made. All in all, I aim for these discussions to contribute to the
explanation of how I have carried out the study and the possible biases involved in the study.
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3. LITERATURE REVIEW
With the aim of establishing a theoretical and conceptual foundation of what is known with
regard to brand community, the dissertation’s main theoretical framework, and user innovation,
the dissertation’s supportive contextual theme, and to propose a conceptual framework which
can guide further study, this chapter introduces and discusses the literature that relates to these
fields.
A review of both brand community and user innovation literature reveals that both fields
represent emerging fields which have been driven mainly by empirically based explorations and
analyses. Because of their status as emerging fields, compared to more established and mature
fields, relatively few scholars have contributed to what is empirically and theoretically known
about the topics. Moreover, brand community scholars have had a tendency to focus either on
high-involvement and high-risk brands, such as car brands and motorcycle brands, or on
completely different topics, such as casino patrons, users of a sports brand, or users of a website
organized around culinary topics etc. In comparison, user innovation studies have focused mainly
on communities centered on sports or software related interests. Consequently, with regard to
more established and mature fields, the brand community and user innovation literature is
characterized by the fact that they comprise relatively few scholarly contributions and a great
deal of variation in the type of cases that have been studied. Nevertheless, I also found that
scholars within each of the fields have studied many of the same topics. Thus, in an attempt to
address the fact that parts of the literature are founded on few scholarly contributions, both in
regard to the brand community and the user innovation literature, I have chosen to focus on
the themes that were generally well described. Rooted in the same argument, less focus has
been given to identifying and describing the differences between the three perspectives on
brand community (which were introduced in Chapter 2). Instead, I discuss, as mentioned, brand
community from a more general perspective. However, when fundamental differences occur
between the three perspectives, they will be mentioned.
The literature review covers five themes. The first two themes should be regarded as
background themes, while the remaining three themes more directly address the brand
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community and user innovation literature. The background themes are included to provide a
foundational perspective on the conceptual origins of brand community.
Addressing first the background themes, in the first theme, which I call Why do people form

communities, I offer some general perspectives on why people form communities. I then move
on to the second background theme that concerns brands. For reasons that are unknown, most
brand community scholars have chosen not to explicitly describe their understanding of brands.
However, as I consider the understanding of brands to be central to the fundamental
understanding of the concept of brand community, the second theme discusses the notion of
brands, and how shifting perspectives have highlighted different understandings of brands. Similar
to the following three themes, I end the section, which I call On brands, with a discussion
section. The intention of these sections is to highlight the topics that are considered of
relevance to the further empirical exploration of the AFOL community.
The literature review then turns to what I consider to be the main themes. The first theme
addresses theoretical perspectives on brand community. I call this section On brand community.
Under this section I discuss topics such as how brand community has been defined, brand
meaning negotiation, interpretive community, and the brand’s role in maintaining a recognizable
and identifiable ‘we’. The next main theme addresses the social relationships that have been
observed and described in regard to brand community. This theme is called On member types

and social relationships in brand community. Here I introduce and discuss different membership
typologies. At the end of the section I offer a consolidated and synthesized overview of
member types and social relationships in brand community. Finally, I address the theme that
concerns user innovation. I call this section On user innovation. In this section I will give
examples of the types of innovations consumers have performed, I will discuss the reasons why
consumers innovate, and the ways consumers have been found to contribute to a firm’s value
creation. Many of the topics discussed under these main themes have relevance for more than
one theme. Thus, the themes supplement one another, rather than representing standalone and
clearly demarcated themes. With reference to the research question and the methodological
position, I conclude the chapter by discussing how the literature constitutes a framework for the
empirical as well as the analytical and conceptual discussions.
As a final remark, it should be noted that in an attempt to integrate concepts and theories on
a when-and-as-needed basis, i.e. in the chapters presenting conceptual and theoretical
discussions and interpretations, some of the concepts introduced here will be further elaborated
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in later chapters. This chapter, therefore, should not be regarded as a standalone ‘literature
review chapter’, but should be considered part of a whole.
I now turn to the first theme which addresses the fundamental question of why people form
communities.
Why do People Form Community?
The word community originates from the Latin word communis, which means: ‘Fellowship,
community of relations or feelings’ and ‘life in association with others’ (Oxford English
Dictionary, 2004). The word community was, like universitas, used concretely in the sense of ‘a
body of fellows or fellow-townsmen’11 (Oxford English Dictionary, 2004). In its earliest form, the
notion of community and society was encapsulated in one concept (Stråth, 2001). Hence, when
discussing, or referring to community, one would generally point to the changing but
nevertheless intertwined relationships, identities and social meanings that existed between the
state, society and the individual (Jacobs, 2001).
Today, the concept of community draws meaning from a rich conceptual heritage that is
rooted in e.g. sociological, anthropological, and political discourses. It encapsulates social
constructs as diverse as urban citizenship, religious belief, neighborhood, livelihood, family, and
new social movements like ecology, feminism and gay rights, (Jacobs, 2001; Clark, 2001; Amit,
2002). Across the various discourses, one of the main themes which has occupied scholars
regards the question of how community (from a social cohesion perspective) has been
influenced by the social transformations that have taken place in human history (Amit, 2002).
Surprisingly enough, why people are found to have a ‘compulsion’ towards community (Adler,
1927:35 [1927]), which has also been described as a drive to be with people (Arnould et al.,
2004), remains a more or less open question within much community related literature.
To further illuminate this topic, I find that studies of social behavior in the realm of
friendships, love, marriage, work, parent-child relationships, and kinship provide many relevant
perspectives on the question of why people form communities. From a social psychological and
sociological perspective, scholars such as Baumeister & Leary (1995), Miell & Croghan (1996),
11

The word community has later been linked with the following connotations: life in association with others; quality
in commonness - interests in common; a body of people organized into a political, municipal, or social unity; a body
of people living together, and practicing, more or less, community of goods; a body of nations acknowledging unity
of purpose or common interests (Oxford English Dictionary, 2004).
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Argyle (1998; 1992), Putnam (2000), and Arnould et al. (2004) describe how people engage in
social relationships and situations for a number of different reasons. Based on their work, I have
identified the following main perspectives on why people form communities: A socio-biological
perspective, an exchange perspective, an altruistic perspective, a socialization and learning
perspective, and a social capital perspective. It should be noted that the perspectives I have
identified do not represent an exhaustive list of all the reasons for people forming communities
or the kinds of resources they invest in communities. Rather, my aim has been to shed light
upon some of the motivations that broadly lead people to socially interact with other humans.
Main Perspectives on the Reasons People Form Community

A Socio-Biology Perspective
This perspective points to the welfare and evolution of genes and new generations as a primary
and fundamentally biological goal. This goal results in a behavior that relates to looking after,
cooperating, and helping kin or ‘friends’ (among animals and humans alike), as these types of
actions enhance the probability that genes or young will survive (Argyle, 1992), for example, in
situations where there are limited resources available (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). From an
individual psychological perspective, Adler (1998 [1927]) also points out that: ‘Communal living
became a necessity because the community and the division of labour through which all
individuals subordinate themselves to the group, ensures the continued existence of species’
(Adler, 1927:36 [1927]). Put in another way, there are substantial disadvantages associated with
being a lone individual, especially when other people belong to groups (Baumeister & Leary,
1995). Thus, in keeping with this perspective, people form communities primarily because
communities serve the important function of protecting individuals and ensuring their access to
resources that are considered vital to their survival.

An Exchange Perspective
The exchange perspective has roots in what is referred to as ‘equity theory’ (Argyle, 1985:85).
The exchange perspective is also referred to as the ‘exchange relationship’ (Miell & Croghan,
1996). Here, people pay attention to and keep score of what is given and what is received.
According to this perspective, people basically form communities because they want to achieve
certain goals via the social relationships they engage in (Arnould et al., 2004). For example,
being part of cooperative interaction allows for an exchange of rewards like being liked more by
other people (Argyle, 1998). Contrary to an economic and utilitarian logic, which would
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otherwise suggest that people prefer one-way relationships in which they can benefit from
other people’s care and resources without having to give anything back, or care for these
people, studies have shown that people generally prefer to engage in relationships where both
parties give and receive (Hays in Baumeiste & Leary, 1995). Thus, the exchange perspective
sheds light upon community as a process through which people give and receive in a manner
which is characterized by mutuality.

An Altruistic Perspective
According to this perspective people participate in communities because it allows them to
engage in altruistic behavior. The altruistic perspective is also referred to as the ‘communal
relationship’ (Miell & Croghan, 1996), or the affiliation relationship (Arnould et al., 2004). It
emphasizes that people participate in communities because it allows them to give care and
resources to other people out of love and concern. Contrary to the exchange perspective,
people who are motivated by altruism are not concerned with ‘keeping score’. Instead, it is the
well-being and needs of other people that are in focus (Argyle, 1998). As pointed out by Belk
(1988), economic theory has a difficult time dealing with the notion of altruism and has instead
approached altruistic behavior from a pure exchange perspective. However, if we think of
altruistic behavior from the perspective of the extended self (Belk, 1988), it can be explained by
this logic: Because we extend ourselves via other people, if these people (for example, our
children) are happy, then we as parents feel happy. In any case, the altruistic perspective
emphasizes that people engage in social relationships and belong to communities because it
allows them to give to other people for no other reason than love and concern.

A Socialization and Learning Perspective
According to this perspective, people form communities because belonging to a community
provides access to important skills and knowledge that the individual needs to ‘get by’ in life.
Also, belonging to a community provides a learning ground for how to be social within the
culture that one belongs to (Argyle, 1992). As Argyle points out, individuals need to have the
right information and the right social skills if they are to achieve their goals of physical well-being,
social acceptance etc. (Argyle, 1992:42). In his studies of friendships, Argyle (1998:8) also points
to relationships as fulfilling a need for recognition. In principle, this perspective is closely linked
with the social capital perspective.
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A Social Capital Perspective
With reference to Bourdieu, Putnam points to the notion of social capital12 to reflect the idea
that membership of social networks, like physical capital and human capital, has value13:
‘Whereas physical capital refers to physical objects, human capital refers
to the properties of individuals, and cultural capital refers to education,
skills and knowledge, social capital refers to connections among
individuals - social networks and the norms of reciprocity and
trustworthiness that arise from them’ (Putnam, 2000:19).

Social capital14 has also been conceptualized as: ‘what connects a society’ (Nørretranders, 2005).
It conceptualizes the benefits people gain from interacting and committing themselves to other
people. The main idea is that social networks, norms, and trust among people enable members
of a community to achieve results (broadly speaking) more effectively than if they acted as
individuals. Of relevance to our understanding of how community membership creates value for
people from a social network theory perspective, Putnam distinguishes between two forms of
social capital: ‘Bonding social capital’ and ‘bridging social capital’. Bonding social capital concerns
the ‘value’ people derive from the bonds they form with other people within the community.
These types of bonds tend to reinforce exclusive identities and homogeneous groups, and are
considered ‘good for getting by’ within the community (urban sociologist Xavier de Souza Briggs
in Putnam, 2000:23). Bridging social capital15, on the other hand, links the community to external
assets and secures, for example, information diffusion (Putnam, 2000:22). Bridging social capital
is considered ‘good for getting ahead’, i.e. good for linking up with the surrounding society
(urban sociologist Xavier de Souza Briggs in Putnam, 2000:23).
In sum, the wide variety of reasons why people form communities offer many interesting
perspectives on who we are as human beings, and on what grounds we choose to live our lives
together. Fundamentally, community provides security and protection, a learning ground, and an
opportunity to be recognized by others. Community allows for altruistic behavior, and
12

Social capital can also be directed toward antisocial purposes and manifest itself as ethnocentrism and corruption
(Putnam, 2000:22), and it is thus important to acknowledge that social capital can take many different forms.
13
Social networks help people: ‘finding jobs, more often for finding a helping hand, companionship, or a shoulder to
cry on’ (Sociologist Claude S. Fischer in Putnam, 2000:20), and social networks have been found to positively
influence the level of child welfare and education; healthy and productive neighbourhoods; economic prosperity;
health and happiness; and democratic citizenship and government performance (Argyle, 1992; Putnam 2000:290).
14
An example of social capital is parents’ willingness to attend their child’s school council meetings, thereby taking
part in the decision making and the direction that the school is heading in (Hopkins et al., 2004).
15
Bonding and bridging social capital are not ‘either-or’ categories, but rather ‘more or less’ dimensions by which
social networks can be compared (Putnam, 2000:23).
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membership is considered instrumental to the creation of social and cultural capital.
Consequently, we can approach community membership from an instrumental perspective, i.e.
from an ‘in-order-to’ or ‘for-sake-of-which’ perspective, insofar as the community represents a
collective of individuals who are, via their membership, able to define and fulfill certain goals
which are otherwise impossible to attain for the individual. Whereas the need to belong is
found in all humans and in all cultures, the strength and intensity of the need varies. Also, there
are cultural and individual differences in how people express and satisfy the need to belong
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995:499). In any case, studies have shown that failing to form lasting,
caring, and stable social bonds, e.g. because one is excluded from communal life, has severe
negative psychological and physical health related consequences (Baumeister & Leary, 1995;
Putnam, 2000). Vice versa, succeeding in forming lasting, caring, and stable social relationships is
found to positively influence people’s experiences of being recognized, appreciated, and valued,
which are instrumental to, for example, feelings of self-esteem and self-worth (Maslow, 1970;
Baumeister & Leary, 1995). In a broader societal perspective, and core to the notion of social
capital, social connectedness, as Putnam (2000:290) documents, has a tremendous impact on all
aspects of human life, from child welfare and education, to levels of health and happiness,
democratic citizenship, and government performance. However, community membership can
also prove to be an intimidating experience for people who are e.g. threatened with exclusion
from the community, or who are subjected to normative pressure from other members of the
community (cf. Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; Klatch, 2004; Algesheimer et al., 2005). These
perspectives will be discussed later in this chapter.
Central to the concept of brand community is also the notion of the brand. This concept is
therefore explored in depth below.
On Brands
A review of the brand community literature suggests that scholars have a somewhat different
understanding of what defines a brand. For example, Muniz & O’Guinn (2001) broadly use the
term brand to also refer to the product and the marketer. McAlexander et al. (2002), on the
other hand, separate the brand from the product and the marketer and address these
dimensions individually. Finally, Cova & Cova (2002) make no references to brands, but talk
instead of (cult) products and services as socially linking people. With the aim of further
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investigating the concept of brands, this section therefore begins by discussing: What defines a

brand? What is attempted in this section is not an exhaustive review of the literature that
broadly relates to the topic of brands. Instead, the aim is to give an introduction to and an
overview of the different ways brands have been approached and understood over time.
Furthermore, the aim is to identify the newer, and in regard to the concept of brand
community, relevant perspectives on brands.
What Defines a Brand?
The brand has been called a modern invention, an icon of modernity (Muniz & O’Guinn,
2001:428). However, like many of the concepts we use today, the notion of brands and
branding16 things dates back many years. For example, during the Middle Ages, craftsmen were
known to have stamped their marks on the goods they had produced (de Chernatony &
McDonald (2000 [1992]). Even humans who were criminals, fugitives, or slaves have also been
branded with ‘a mark of infamy’ that was applied using hot irons or tattoos (Pavitt, 2000:21).
With the purpose of further describing the evolution of brands in a contemporary historical
perspective, I first turn to the American historian Boorstin’s (1974) account of American history.
His descriptions allow us to understand how many of the ideas that have currently come to
define brands are closely linked with the social and economic development of the 1800s.

Brands in a Contemporary Historical Perspective
Boorstin (1974) describes how the principle of ‘free grass’ dominated perceptions of who
owned the American land back in the 1800s. At that time the land was perceived to be
everybody’s. Thus, the principle of ‘free grass’ allowed any cattle owner to use the land for
feeding his cattle. The land was not regulated, and therefore, no fences divided it. The railroads
were still under construction, and cattle had to travel through the open land when being sold or
transported to slaughterhouses. Cattle, therefore, would inevitably mix with other cattle. Per
definition, cattle were considered moving property, which meant that cattlemen often had
trouble establishing property. Also, the principle of ‘free grass’ made it practically impossible to
tell who owned a particular cow just by observing whose custody it was in. To sell or trade
In this section I distinguish between a brand and the process of branding. As will be discussed, in its simplest
form, a brand can be described by a set of characteristics that are intended to help consumers make sense of who
owns the brand, the kinds of features that characterize the brand, and what consumers can expect from the brand.
Branding, on the other hand, describes the process whereby the brand values are attached to the product or
service by the brand manager or others within the organization who are responsible for the brand (Pavitt, 2000).
16
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their cattle, cattlemen nevertheless needed to establish property, and as they were often far
away from courts and lawyers, cattlemen solved the problem of ownership by burning various
marks on the hide of the animals. If cattle were mixed up, cattlemen could establish property by
looking at the branded symbol, initial, or character; see Figure 3.1 for some examples of the
brands that were used.
Figure 3.1
Examples of brands used for marking and identifying livestock

Source: The Devil's Rope Museum, Texas, USA (2005)

Besides symbolizing ownership, brands were also designed so that they could prevent, or make
alteration of the brand mark difficult in cases of theft. First, informal and local agreements
governed the way brands were assigned. Later, as the number of brands grew, official ‘brand

books’ were issued so that brands could be properly identified, and new brands could be
distinguished from old ones. Over time, simpler brands were substituted by more sophisticated
ones, and different types of brands were developed to communicate whether the cattle was
about to be moved, sold etc. As the number of brands grew by the thousands, branding
became a skilled profession that involved ‘brand artists’; it was managed and governed by ‘brand
books’, and protected by fences and law. Gradually, people began to identify with the brands
that their cattle bore, and brands gave names and identities to families.
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Brands Enter the Commercial Marketplace
At the turn of the century, with changes in production methods, distribution, and retail of
goods, but also demographic and economic shifts, the idea of branding products and services
entered the commercial marketplace (Pavitt, 2000).
Compared to the rather simple practice of branding cattle, branding quickly grew into a
more complex value creating management ‘discipline’. Examining advertisements from the early
1900’s, Pavitt (2000) shows how three ideas in particular characterized the understanding of a
brand: 1) The brand established ownership and visibility via the trademark and the symbols that
identified the brand, 2) The brand was seen as adding value to the (generic) product or service
by ‘filling’ it with meaning17, e.g. by emphasizing certain characteristics that were considered to
be of benefit and value to the consumer. Also, brands were thought of as: 3) Creating a certain

image that helped differentiate the brand from generic products, services, and other brands.
This overall understanding has remained central to the general understanding of brands, and
more specifically to the quest of marketers to understand the ‘mechanisms’ that lead to
consumer brand loyalty. As Fournier (2002) shows, it can be five-seven times cheaper to retain
an existing consumer than to attract new ones. Furthermore, Fournier finds that it costs less to
serve long-tenured and loyal consumers. Thus, the notion of brand loyalty is from a firm’s
perspective to finds ways of making consumers ‘come back for more’, as it is economically
sound to seek to retain consumers rather than continuously recruit new ones.

Brand Loyalty
The way brands work to establish and enhance consumer loyalty is often exemplified via the
famous Diet Pepsi and Diet Coke blind test experiment. In this experiment, people (who knew
the Pepsi and Coke brands in advance) were asked to taste and evaluate the two new light
products whose brand names were hidden. Based on what people tasted, 51% of the consumer
panel stated that they preferred Diet Pepsi, 44% that they preferred Diet Coke, and 5% that
they equally preferred both brands, or could not say. When the identity of the two brands was
revealed, the evaluations changed dramatically. 65% now preferred Diet Coke, whereas only
23% preferred Diet Pepsi, and 12% stated that they equally preferred both brands, or could not
say (Butterfield, 1997; de Chernatony, 2001). I believe that the blind test experiment showed
three important things about the way brands work: 1) Consumers transferred the meanings and

17

The term ‘filling the brand with meaning’ is used by Kapferer (1997 [1992]) and Holt (2004).
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the preferences they associated with the mother brand (Pepsi and Coke) to the sub-brand
(Diet Pepsi and Diet Coke), 2) When consumers were made aware of the brand name, they
rearranged their initial taste preferences, and perhaps more surprisingly, 3) Quite a large
percentage of consumers compromised their taste experiences in favor of the brand they
preferred. This phenomenon, that consumers’ loyalty towards a brand can be so powerful that
they rearrange and set aside (in this case) taste preferences for the sake of remaining loyal to
the brands they know and most often buy, explains why brands have been described as being
among the firm’s most valuable assets (Hankinson & Cowking, 1993)
In the Diet Pepsi and Diet Coke example, in particular the stories created by the marketers
had contributed to ‘filling’ the brands with meaning. Compared to the Pepsi brand, Coke’s
emphasis in its heydays from the 50s though the 80s on being a classic American heritage brand,
a brand that: ‘earned the authority to promote a utopia in which American citizens come
together to solve social problems that threaten the commonweal’ (Holt, 2004:26) had ‘placed’
the brand in an associative network, a knowledge structure (Peter & Olson, 1987) where the
Coke brand was internalized as a brand myth that: ‘spoke to American ideal’ (Holt, 2004:26).
Thus, in the blind test, the deeply meaningful and emotional associations consumers held of
Coke were evoked, and positively influenced their brand choice18.
However, consumers’ loyalty towards a brand is not related to the brand’s functionalities,
history, or culture only (Fournier, 1998). Brand loyalty may also reflect a strategy where the
consumer, for various psychological reasons, is loyal to the process, or feeling of being loyal,
because the act of being loyal introduces e.g. stability and predictability in the consumer’s life.
Consequently, it is central to explore consumers’ loyalty towards a brand as a result of not only
the features of the brand, or the brand identity in itself, but also as a result of other
psychological and social ‘mechanisms’.
Whereas the brand’s ability to signal ownership, add value to otherwise generic products or
services, and positively influence consumers’ loyalty remains central to the way brands have
been conceptualized, the understanding of how brands add value to consumers, how brands

Later, in 1985, when the new version of Coke (commonly referred to as the New Coke) was introduced on the
North American market, in spite of extensive market research which had shown that the taste of the New Coke
was preferred over the Classic Coke, New Coke was massively rejected by consumers for the same reasons which
had previously made Coke ‘win’ over Pepsi in the blind test, namely the rejection of a new product which was not
defined by the history or cultural context of the original brand (Holt, 2004).

18
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become ‘filled’ with meaning, and how they influence consumers’ loyalty has developed over
time.
Shifting Perspectives on Brands
In her review of the shifting perspectives that have characterized the understanding of brands
during the past four decades, Esmann Andersen (2006) identifies four main perspectives: The
product, the identity, the relationship, and the cultural perspective. In the following, I have used
Esmann Andersen’s framework as an overall organizing principle for the description of how
brands have been understood in regard to the above topics (how brands add value to
consumers etc.) However, to ensure relevance in regard to the topics that are of interest here,
the content that further illuminates the individual perspectives is based on my review of
literature.

The Product Perspective
The earliest perspective, the product perspective (Esmann Andersen, 2006), conceptualized the
brand as a combination of a name, a set of signs, and designs that was added to the product (or
service) with the purpose of identifying the product (Pavitt, 2000). Under the product
perspective, the brand’s role was primarily described as positioning the brand in the mind of the
consumer (Ries & Trout, 1981). The notion of positioning was, and continues to be related to
the act of telling the consumer something about the characteristics and qualities of the product,
and how the product may benefit the consumer (Aaker, 1991). In this connection, the marketer
was seen as the one who primarily ‘filled’ the brand with meaning.
From a consumer perspective, the brand was seen as adding value and reinforcing brand
loyalty by helping them navigate more effectively between the different (generic) products,
services, and brands on offer. Under this perspective, brands were consequently thought of as
‘increasing the shopper’s efficiency’ by reducing the concerns and feelings of uncertainty that
were otherwise associated with making decisions about what brand to chose among the many
branded and unbranded alternatives (Kotler & Armstrong, 1990:234). From the firm’s
perspective, the brand name and trademark provided legal protection against competitors who
attempted to copy product features. In addition, the brand was seen as helping the firm
segment its market more effectively.
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Compared to the growth of ‘no-brand, no-frills’ low-priced products of the early 80s (Kotler &
Armstrong, 1990:235), the product perspective on branding clearly introduced a more
systematic and analytically oriented framework of working with brands. However, compared to
the later perspectives on brands, the product perspective represents the least elaborate
perspective.

The Identity Perspective
Under the identity perspective (Esmann Andersen, 2006), which is also referred to as the

‘classical brand management approach’ (Askegaard & Fauerholt Csaba, 2004), branding
continued to evolve as a management ‘discipline’. Compared to the product perspective, brands
were thought of as more than simply providing effective navigation for the consumer and
differentiation for the firm. Brands were seen as core and instrumental to competitive strength,
and therefore also the profitability of the firm (Joachimsthaler & Aaker, 1999). With the identity
perspective, the ‘discipline’ of branding became increasingly complex as it now identified more
parts of the firm as being central to the success of the brand (e.g. the organizational structures
and processes and the importance of developing brand-building programs which focused on
tracking brand performance were seen as central to building ‘strong’ brands, cf. Joachimsthaler &
Aaker, 1999; Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000; Hatch & Schultz, 2001).
Instead of extending the brand from the product, as under the product perspective, the
brand was now defined by a core identity (Ollins, 1990 [1989]; Aaker, 1991; Hankinson &
Cowking, 1993; Kapferer, 1997 [1992]; Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000), which intended to
‘reflect the strategy and the values of the organization’ (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000:43). The
brand’s core identity was conceptualized as driving all brand-building efforts, and it determined
and characterized the brand as organization, product, symbol, and personality (Kapferer, 1997
[1992]); Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000). Via the brand’s value proposition, which encapsulated
the brand’s functional, emotional and self-expressive benefits (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000:49)
and the overall brand architecture, which provided strategic direction to the firm’s portfolio of
brands (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000:25), the brand identity aimed to imbue the brand with a
set of differentiating characteristics so that the brand could attain a ‘strong’ position in the mind
of the consumer (Askegaard & Fauerholt Csaba, 2004:24). The notion of brand positioning thus
continues to be central to the understanding of brands, as does the focus on brand loyalty.
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In regard to how the brand is ‘filled’ with meaning, whereas the psychological motives of the
consumer and the firm’s cultural and historical heritage have clearly been recognized, the
marketer continues to be seen as the one who primarily ‘fills’ the brand identity with meaning19.
A precondition for establishing a base of loyal consumers is, however, linked with the marketer’s
ability to locate and ‘speak to’ consumers’ ‘sweet spot’ (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000:264), i.e.
consumers’ self-concept20, their values and beliefs, and the activities, interests and possessions
that characterize them as consumers. The firm’s knowledge about the consumer is consequently
seen as essential in relation to the process of ‘filling’ the brand with meaning. The notion of
consumers as actively interpreting what the brand means and stands for is, however, first
elaborated and integrated in the later perspectives on brands.

The Relationship Perspective
The third perspective, the relationship perspective (Esmann Andersen, 2006) is extended from
the field of social relationships (cf. Argyle, 1992, 1998). In contrast to the many branding models
and approaches to branding and brand equity21 which were introduced under the identity
perspective, and which strongly emphasized the importance of managing the brand identity (as
it was implicitly assumed that brand meaning could be controlled largely by the firm), under the
relationship perspective the idea that brands are defined by an identity, which is then adopted
by the consumer is abandoned. Instead, the idea that brands emerge via the relationship that
exists between the consumer and the brand is introduced (cf. Holt, 1995, 2004; Hogg & Michell,
1996; Fournier, 1998, 2002, 2004; Beckmann, 2002).
Fundamentally, the relationship perspective is rooted in an assumed interplay between
consumers’ demand for intimacy, passion, interdependence and commitment on the one hand
(Holbrook & Hirchman, 1982; Fournier, 1998; Beckmann, 2002), and brands’ active and
contributing role as a relationship partner on the other (Fournier, 1998). The perception is that
brands add value to consumers by representing a psychological phenomenon that is used as a
backdrop for the development of personal identities (McCracken, 1986; Holt, 2004), the logic
19

By referring to e.g. the values of the founder, the firm’s strategic focus and culture etc.
Self-concept is here understood as: ‘the cognitive and affective understanding of who and what we are’
(Schouten, 1991:413).
21
Brand equity refers to the ‘strength’ of consumers’ attachments to a brand, and/or describes the kind of
associations and beliefs that customers have about a brand. The underlying assumption of the brand equity
approach is that ‘strong’ brands with much equity provide the foundation for customer loyalty, less competitive
vulnerability, higher margins, greater trade corporation and support, and more effective marketing communication
(Keller and Davey, 2001). These benefits are closely linked with higher revenues and greater profits.
20
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being that if brands can have personalities and be personified, then consumers can have
relationships with them (de Chernatony, 2001:40). Fournier’s (1998) typology of brand
relationships allows us to distinguish between and categorize the relationships that consumers
have with brands.

Fournier’s Typology of Consumer-Brand Relationship Forms
Based on three life-history cases, Fournier has identified 15 different forms of brand
relationships that people have with brands. To underline the relationship partner quality of the
consumer-brand relationships, Fournier uses a number of different relationship metaphors to
describe the different relationship forms; see Table 3.1 for an overview of the relationship
forms, how they are defined and examples provided by Fournier’s informants.
Table 3.1
Fournier’s typology of consumer-brand relationship forms

Relationship form

Definition

Case examples

Arranged marriages

Nonvoluntary union imposed by preferences for
third party, intended for long-term, exclusive
commitment, although low levels of affective
attachment.

Karen’s adoption of her ex-husband’s preferred
brands.

Casual friends/buddies

Friendship low in affect and intimacy, characterized
by infrequent or sporadic engagement, and few
expectations for reciprocity or reward

Karen and her household cleaning brands.

Marriages of
convenience

Long-term, committed relationship precipitated by
environmental influence versus deliberate choice,
and governed by satisfying rules

Vicki’s switch to southern regional Friend’s Baked
Beans brand from favored B&M brand left behind in
the northeast.

Committed
partnership

Long-term, voluntarily imposed, socially supported,
union high in love, intimacy, trust, and a
commitment to stay together despite adverse
circumstances. Adherence to exclusivity rules
expected.

Jean and virtually all her cooking, cleaning, and
household appliance brands.

Best friendships

Voluntary union based on reciprocity principle, the
endurance of which is ensured through continued
provision of positive rewards. Characterized by
revelation of true self, honesty, and intimacy.
Congruity in partner images and personal interests
common.

Karen and Reebok running shoes; Karen and Coke
Classic; Vicky and Ivory

Compartmentalized
friendships

Highly specialized, situationally confined, enduring
friendships characterized by lower intimacy than
other friendship forms but higher socioemotional
rewards and interdependence. Easy entry and exit
attained.

Vicky and her stable of perfumes.

Kinships

Nonvoluntary union with lineage ties

Vicky’s brand preferences for Tetley Tea or Karen’s
for Ban, Joy and Miracle Whip, inherited from their
mothers.
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Rebounds/avoidancedriven relationships

Union precipitated by desire to move away from
prior or available partner, as opposed to attraction
to preferred partner per se.

Karen’s use of Comet, Gateway, and Success Rice.

Childhood friendships

Infrequently engaged, effectively laden relation
reminiscent of earlier times. Yields comfort and
security of past self.

Vicki’s Nestle’s Quick and Friendly’s ice cream,
Jean’s use of Estée Lauder, which evokes memories
of her mother.

Courtships

Interim relationship state on the road to committed
partnership contract.

Vicky and her Musk scent brand during initial trial
period.

Dependencies

Obsessive, highly emotional, selfish attractions
cemented by feeling that the other is irreplaceable.
Separation from other yields anxiety. High tolerance
of other’s transgressions results.

Karen and Mary Kay; Vicki and Soft ‘n Dry.

Flings

Short-term, time-bounded engagements of high
emotional reward, but devoid of commitment and
reciprocity demands.

Vicky’s trial size shampoo brands.

Enmities

Intensively involving relationship characterized by
negative affect and desire to avoid or inflict pain on
the other.

Karen and her husband’s brands, post divorce;
Karen and Diet Coke; Jean and her otherrecommended-but-rejected-brands (e.g., Jif Peanut
butter, Kohler stainless sinks).

Secret affairs

Highly emotive, privately held relationship
considered risky if exposed to others.

Karen and the Tootsie Pops she sneaks at work.

Enslavements

Nonvoluntary union governed entirely by desires of
the relationship partner, involves negative feelings
but persists because of circumstances.

Karen and Southern Bell and Cable Vision because
she has no other choice.

Source: Fournier (1998)

The metaphors Fournier uses, such as ‘flings’, ‘committed partnerships’, ‘childhood friends’, and
‘secret affairs’ illustrate that brands possess relationship partner qualities, and that brands play
important roles in people’s lives. For example, Fournier describes how Jean (a 59-year-old
women) uses certain Italian food brands to demonstrate, to herself and her surroundings, that
she has ‘made it’, and that she is a caring and responsible women. Vicki (a 23-year-old student),
like Jean, chooses brands very carefully. To Vicki, brands compose an efficient meaning-based
communication system (Fournier, 1998:357) that tells her surroundings that she is in the
process of creating her own identity as an independent adult. Her portfolio of brands consists of
both ‘childhood friends’ like Nestle’s Quick, but also of ‘dependencies’ such as Vicky’s
relationship with the Soft ‘n Dry brand.
Thus, brand relationships come in many forms, and brand relationships fall apart for different
reasons as well (Fournier, 1998). For example, disturbances caused by changes in physical
circumstances, or disturbances related to new brands being introduced into the consumer’s
brand portfolio may influence the current brand relationship negatively. Furthermore, the firm
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may decide to pull the brand off the market, or fail to live up to the promises that they have
made. These aspects also violate the brand relationship.
Like Fournier, Beckmann (2002) also distinguishes between various types of brand
relationships. Beckmann, however, is particularly interested in understanding brands that are
trusted, respected and loved by consumers, so-called ‘lovemarks’. A ‘lovemark’ is a brand that
has a passionate, intimate and committed bond with the consumer. It is also a brand that is able
to extend the consumer’s identity and the social relations that people take part in. Whereas
Fournier’s work relates primarily to the relationships between individual consumers and ‘their’
brands, Beckmann’s suggests that brand relationships exist on two levels: 1) The relationship
between the consumer and the brand, and 2) The relationship between the consumer and
other consumers. Beckmann’s broader approach thus mirrors the greater attention that the
social aspects of brands have been given.
Whereas the previous brand perspectives focused on the trademarks, the logos, and the
identity of the brand, the relationship perspective expands the understanding by placing
emphasis on brands as carrying and communicating symbolic meaning which: ‘define and orient
the individual’ (McCracken, 1986:80). Moreover, the relationship perspective introduces the idea
that the meaning of a brand is negotiated (Fournier, 1998; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001), or what we
may also term co-created (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004), by the consumer, rather than being
given by the firm. It is negotiated and co-created in the sense that consumers draw on their
own cultural experiences, perceptions, and emotions to make sense of the brand. What is
consequently accentuated under the relationship perspective is that brand meaning is ‘filled’ by

both the consumer and the marketer, and that brand meaning is subjected to individual
interpretation, i.e. that the brand means different things to different people, see also Cohen’s
(1985), analysis of how symbols mean different things to people, and yet have the capacity to
unite people.

The Cultural Perspective
Finally, the most recent perspective, the cultural perspective (Esmann Andersen, 2006),
conceptualizes the brand as a cultural symbol. The perspective shares many similarities with the
relationship perspective. However, whereas the relationship perspective often focuses on the
individual consumer as the unit of analysis, the cultural perspective mainly focuses on the
collective of consumers as the unit of analysis. It conceptualizes the brand as a link that socially
connects the consumer with other consumers (cf. Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; Cova, 1997; Cova &
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Cova, 2002). With the perspective’s focus on the social linking role of the brand, brands are
seen as: ‘undeniable and fundamentally social entities, created as much by consumers as by
marketers’ (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001:428). Among other things, the understanding of brand
loyalty is replaced with the idea that consumers first and foremost are loyal to the social
relationships they are involved in, and second, the brand on which the social links are centered
(Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; Cova & Cova, 2002). For example, O’Guinn (1991), in his study of
North American Barry Manilow fans, finds that fans gather in the name of Barry Manilow, but

for each other. Compared to the relationship perspective, which also sees the consumer as part
of the brand’s meaning ‘filling’, the cultural perspective points in particular to the understanding
of how the social relationships and experiences that consumers share influence the meaning
creation process of the brand.
Discussion
The shifting perspectives on brands follow, as I see it, a similar developmental trajectory as the
changing perspectives that have characterized consumer research (see Chapter 2). Among
other things, both identify a shift away from seeing consumers as rational and economical
decision makers who primarily seek to maximize the functional benefits they derive from
product usage, as conceptualized e.g. via Levy’s ‘economic man’ (Levy, 1959:117), to seeing
consumption and brands as social acts and ‘creations’ that carry meaning beyond the physical
and tangible product use, and which must be understood according to consumers’ historic,
cultural, and social contexts. Contrary to the branding perspectives, which saw the identity of
the brand as directly transferred and adopted by the consumer, the newer and more recent
perspective thus suggests that the relationship between the brand’s identity, as defined by the
marketer, and consumers is more ambiguous and complex than previously assumed. I will
illustrate this point with two examples.
When the relatively discrete and unknown Norwegian sports brand Helly Hansen became
one of the favorite brands among rappers and street gangs in North America, there was no
obvious fit between the brand’s identity and the rappers who bought the brand. Nor had the
marketing strategy catered to these types of consumers (Dagbladet, 2006). Investigating the
Helly Hansen case, anecdotes tell that after a rapper had worn a Helly Hansen jacket in a video,
the brand became a ‘must have’ among North American rappers. Thus, the Helly Hansen brand
grew big not because of a ‘fit’ between the brand’s identity and the consumers who bought the
brand. The brand grew big because a particular group of consumers recognized the brand’s
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aesthetic capability to signal ‘street credibility’, and ‘authenticity’ (Schmitt & Simonsen, 1997). For
various reasons, Helly Hansen was not able to follow up with new products and services that
appealed to these consumers, and after a while the brand experienced an ‘anti-hype’ reaction
from the market where consumers turned their backs on the brand.
The second example also illustrates the ambiguous and complex relationships that
sometimes exist between a brand’s identity and the consumers who desire the brand. In the
beginning of 2000, the number of LEGO sets being sold in the Roppongi area of Tokyo (a
favorite area for young people to shop and ‘hang out’) suddenly went up. No one in the LEGO
Group was able to explain why. Together with a colleague I decided to investigate the Rappongi
‘LEGO boom’ phenomenon. Interviewing shop owners and young people we discovered that
LEGO sets were in demand not because of an interest in the LEGO brand identity per se, but
rather because the brand was considered rare and hard to get. Among young people, finding
and buying LEGO sets was part of a ‘treasure hunt’, a game that would go on till the excitement
would eventually wear off22.
Realizing that the two examples can be seen as extreme cases of brands that become
faddish (Holt, 2004) and then lose consumers’ interest after a short while, I will nevertheless
claim that what the two examples illustrate is that the relationships between consumers and
brands in many cases follow their own local and cultural logic, and that a brand’s identity does
not always ‘fit’ with the consumers who end up buying or using the brand. In addition, one can
argue that brands have generally lost their universal power as signaling, for example, social
status23 (Cova & Cova, 2002). Instead, people are perceived to have all sorts of relationships
with brands, and therefore also all sorts of reasons for demanding and rejecting them (Fournier,
1998). In any event, as is the point here, contemporary consumer research perspectives and the
current understanding of brands are generally characterized by the fact that they pay greatest
attention to the symbolic, interpretive and social (relational) dimensions of how consumers
create meaning from the world they live in via the brands they consume.
What implications has this section highlighted of relevance to the further empirical study of
brand community membership and innovations performed by members?
22

The Rappongi ‘LEGO boom’ lasted three months. After this period of time sales went back to earlier levels.
For example, the owner of a Louis Vuitton bag is not necessarily a high-paid female executive; she may be a
student living off her parents, who happens to be good at making deals on eBay! Similarly, the driver of a Volvo
from the 60s may not be a poor student, but a high-paid executive who appreciates vintage car brands, which
remind him of the times when things were made to last!

23
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Returning to the question: What defines a brand? I consider a reasonable and nuanced answer
to be, as Esmann Andersen (2006) also proposes with reference to Sherry (2005), that a brand
must be understood as a combination of the marketer’s intentions24, consumers’ interpretations,
and ‘numerous sociocultural networks’ associations’ (Sherry, 2005:41). Thus, this dissertation
fundamentally subscribes to the viewpoint that different ‘authors’ (Holt, 2004) such as the firm,
culture industries (like advertising agencies, media agencies etc.), intermediaries (like retail
salespeople), and other consumers, all tell stories about the brand, and that combined, these
stories continuously ‘fill’ the brand with meaning. Of relevance, Christensen et al. (2005:164)
furthermore note that as the firm and the consumer communicate with ‘one another’
individually, the two parties ‘come to understand and discover themselves’. Likewise, we may
say that as consumers interact with and begin to develop relationships with brands, they come
to discover themselves. From this perspective, brands are ‘means’ to self-discovery, which is an
aspect also highlighted by Fournier (1998). Returning to the notion of different ‘authors’, the
insights consumers derive from the experience of self-discovery may equally be seen as ‘filling’
the brand with meaning. Thus, when analyzing how consumers’ brand meanings contribute to
their creation and development of brand communities and the innovations they create my
approach will be that brand meaning is provided and created by different ‘authors’. Based in the
social constructionist perspective, I furthermore approach consumers’ meaning creation process
as dependent on the historical, social, and cultural contexts of members. Consequently, with the
aim of understanding how members’ meanings of the brand influence them as innovators, in
later conceptual and theoretical discussions the relationship and the cultural perspective on
brands in particular will serve as references.
The chapter now turns to the literature which more specifically addresses the topic of brand
community.

24

I think of the marketers’ intentions as the text and symbols they use in advertisements, in sponsorships, in
corporate communication, in CSR projects etc.
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On Brand Community
In a 1995 conference presentation (of which there is no manuscript, mail interview with Muniz,
November 17, 2004), Muniz & O’Guinn first introduced the notion of brand community.
Through their explorative studies of the self-formed and self-organized Saab and Macintosh
brand communities, also known as organic brand communities, Muniz & O’Guinn (2001) had
noticed that in contrast to traditional communities centered on characteristics such as race,
religion, gender, profession, income etc. (Jacobs, 2001; Clark, 2001; Amit, 2002), certain
communities came into existence because consumers had a wish to explore and further deepen
their interest in a given brand. Later, in their seminal article called Brand Community, Muniz &
O’Guinn (2001) more explicitly conceptualized the notion of brand community:
‘Brand community is a specialized, non-geographical bound community,
based on a structured set of social relationships among admirers of a
brand. It is specialized because at its center is a branded good or
service’ (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001:412).

In general, the literature distinguishes between organic, or grassroots brand communities, which
are formed and organized by consumers (such as the communities mentioned above), and
created brand communities, which are formed by firms (such as for example the HarleyDavidson brand community, Schouten & McAlexander, (1995). Besides this overall distinction
and the membership typologies offered later in this chapter, typologies that more specifically
distinguish between types of brand communities have not been developed.
Muniz & O’Guinn (2001) describe brand community as consisting of triad relationships between
consumer-consumer-brand. Compared to traditional models of consumer-brand relationships,
which point to relationships between the individual consumer and the brand, in their
conceptualization of brand community Muniz & O’Guinn (2001) extends the relationships to
include the social relationships among consumers and the brand. However, in coining the term
brand community, i.e. emphasizing the brand, Muniz & O’Guinn (2001:426) clearly want to state
that: ‘This is about brands. This is the tie that binds.’
To establish a conceptual link between traditional community and brand community, through
their studies of the Saab and the Macintosh brand communities (and in their later studies of
Bronco, Jeep, Miata, Apple Newton, and Volkswagen brand communities, O’Guinn & Muniz,
2005; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2005) Muniz & O’Guinn empirically show how the hallmarks of
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traditional community: Consciousness of kind (i.e. the intrinsic connection that members feel
toward one another), collectively shared rituals and traditions25, and moral responsibility (i.e. the
sense of duty and obligation to the community as a whole, and to its individual members), are
also manifest in brand community. Establishing a relationship between the core markers of
traditional community and brand community, Muniz & O’Guinn fundamentally demonstrate that
brands are capable of fostering community.
Given the central role of the brand, in contrast to traditional community, Muniz & O’Guinn
describe brand community to be an inherently commercial and mass-mediated phenomenon.
Consequently, because of many brands’ global presence, and because the media via which many
of these brands are communicated transcend geography (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001:413), brand
communities are described as non-geographically bound and as ‘communities of a particular
stripe, and of their time’ (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001:415).
In their later work, Muniz & O’Guinn gave more priority to the social aspects of brand
community as fundamental to consumers’ wish to join, or form a brand community (mail
interview with Muniz, January 6, 2005). The centrality of the brand was thus juxtaposed with the
social bonds consumers shared (or wished to share), which is expressed in the following:
‘consumers are drawn together by a common interest in, and commitment to, the brand and a
social desire to bond with like-minded others’ (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2005:1). This more inclusive
and broader understanding of brand community (‘This is about brands’, but equally it is about
the social bonds members share) generally characterizes the individual-centered and the
community perspectives. Nevertheless, throughout their work, Muniz & O’Guinn maintain the
position that members’ shared interest in a brand fundamentally constitutes the brand
community in that if there were no shared interest in a brand, consumers would not be
motivated to form or join the brand community in the first place.
The brand’s role is also discussed by McAlexander et al. (2002). Based on their longitudinal
studies of the Jeep and Harley-Davidson brandfests (see also Schouten & McAlexander, 1998)
they take the perspective that brand community should be defined as consumer-centric, i.e.
brand community should be understood from the perspective of consumer experiences rather
than the brand on which the community is centered. With their consumer-centric perspective,

25

Rituals express shared beliefs and social belonging (Segalen, 1998 in Cova and Cova, 2002), and serve to contain
the drift of meanings. Traditions are considered social practices that celebrate certain behavioral norms and values
(Douglas and Isherwood, 2000 [1978]).
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McAlexander et al. want to place greater emphasis on consumers’ interaction with different
‘authors’ such as the brand, product, the marketer, and other consumers. With this seemingly
broader perspective, McAlexander et al. argue that they have introduced a broader view on
brand community that extends Muniz & O’Guinn’s consumer-consumer-brand triad
conceptualization of brand community.
Investigating the way Muniz & O’Guinn generally refer to and analyze the brand’s role in
regard to e.g. the social relationships members share, I find that although they make no
reference to Kapferer’s (1997 [1992]) and Aaker & Joachimsthaler’s (2000) multidimensional
conceptualization of a brand (where the brand is defined as product, as organization, as symbol,
and as personality), Muniz & O’Guinn’s approach to brands, and the way they empirically
explore and analyze aspects of the brand, nevertheless share many similarities. Therefore, I will
argue that Muniz & O’Guinn indeed include various dimensions of the brand in their analysis and
conceptualization of brand community. Furthermore, as their work is rooted in a social
constructivist perspective, it is inherently founded in a consumer experience based perspective.
Consequently, despite the fact that McAlexander et al.’s consumer-centric model of brand
community has been referred to as: ‘a more complex web of relations’ (Broderick et al.), I find
Muniz & O’Guinn’s conceptualization of brand community to be fundamental, encapsulating the
dimensions later proposed by McAlexander et al. In addition, it should be noted that
McAlexander et al.’s work is centered on brandfests, which are typically arranged as two- to
three-day firm-sponsored events where consumers gather at ‘brand-intense galas’ in the
‘celebration of brand ownership’ (McAlexander & Schouten, 1998:378). Compared to brand
community, the kinds of relationships consumers develop via their participation in brandfests
appear to be more spontaneous, shorter lived, and of a less long-term committing nature.
Hence, whereas McAlexander et al. offer many insightful observations that generally support our
knowledge of brand community, it should be recognized that the kind of phenomenon they
describe has its particularities (e.g. being corporate-sponsored, shorter lived, more intense and
action-packed etc.). Their findings may therefore not relate as strongly to the organic brand
communities that are formed by members themselves and that are centered on long-term
relationships.
Whereas the aforementioned perspectives on brand community clearly acknowledge the role
of the brand as pivotal to the existence of the brand community, the micro-group perspective
on brand community (cf. Cova, 1997; Cova & Cova, 2002) offers, as mentioned in Chapter 2,
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an alternative view on the brand’s role. This perspective argues that although shared interests in
a brand obviously play some role for the consumers who join or form a brand community,
consumers are first and foremost tied socially to one another because of their strong needs for
emotionally and passionately connecting with other people (Cova & Cova, 2002). Thus, in
comparison with the aforementioned perspectives on brand community, while acknowledging
the brand’s potential role of socially linking consumers, the micro-group perspective does not
approach brand community as a brand phenomenon per se. Rather, brand community is first
and foremost conceptualized as a social phenomenon, a micro-group (see Chapter 2) which
emerges as a consequence of the ‘decomposition of traditional communities’ (Cova, 1997:305).
In this perspective, the brand is seen as one of many means to socially connect (Holt, 1995:10),
and like a totem, the brand serves as a ‘pole of attraction’ (Cova, 1997:307).
Whether the brand’s role is described as being conceptually pivotal or peripheral, scholars
generally agree that the brand allows for the sharing of ‘essential resources that may be
cognitive, emotional, or material in nature’26 (McAlexander et al. 2002:38). Generally, the brand
is therefore conceptualized as a facilitator that gives access to different kinds of ‘essential
resources’ which would otherwise not be available to the consumer were it not for the brand.
The Sharing and Negotiation of Brand Meaning
In regard to the kinds of interaction the brand facilitates, the sharing and negotiation of brand

meaning among members has received particular attention among brand community scholars
(Kozinets, 1997, 2001; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; Jensen Schau, 2002; McAlexander et al. 2002;
Broderick et al. 2003; Muniz & Jensen Schau, 2005). Meaning that is associated with the brand is
generally understood as something else and far more than the kind of associations that are
linked with the concrete benefits and use of the product (Schultz, 2003 [1990]). Brand meaning
can be described as ‘the larger sense’ consumers derive from their experiences with the brand
(Fournier, 2002; Arnould et al, 2004. All sorts of brand-related meanings have been found to be
created and negotiated among members in brand communities (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001), giving
rise to what has been conceptualized as the interpretive community (Kozinets, 1997; Muniz &
O’Guinn, 2001; Broderick et al., 2003). Concretely, the term is used to describe consumers who
negotiate brand meaning according to ‘a repertoire of commonly shared interpretive strategies’
(Scott, 1994 in Broderick et al., 2003:96).
26

Like when Saab owners share knowledge about the car, stories of how the car ‘saved my life’, or when they
trade discontinued parts (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001).
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Brand Community as Interpretive Community
What characterizes the notion of interpretive community? Broderick et al.’s (2003) study of the
Mini brand community offers many insightful perspectives that illuminate the notion of
interpretive community. First of all, they show how Mini advertisements from the 60s, and the
appearance of the Mini brand in cultural industries (the Mini was used in popular movies and
was linked to pop bands such as the Beatles, actors such as Peter Sellers, and fashion designers
such as Mary Quant) created a public image of the Mini brand as fun-loving, easy going, and
happy. As the Mini aged, the engineering tradition and the classic Britishness of the Mini also
became associated with the brand.
With reference to McCracken’s (1986) conceptualization of how meaning moves between
different locations, Broderick et al. (2003) describe how the perceptions of the Mini brand as a
British fashion icon were first transferred from the culturally constituted world27 of cultural
categories and principles to the Mini brand. The transfer of meaning took place via
advertisements and the fashion system (represented by e.g. the Beatles, Peter Sellers, and Mary
Quant). Meaning was subsequently transferred to the consuming unit: The Mini owner and the
Mini community. I illustrate this relationship in Figure 3.2:
Figure 3.2
Meaning transfer illustrated via the Mini brand

1. Culturally constituted
constituteworldworld
Advertising
&d fashion
system
Advertising
& fashion
system

3. Individual consumer
The Mini brand is coherent
with and extends Mini
owners ’ self-concept.

2.2.The
TheMini
Minibrand
brand
Fun loving
Fun loving
Easygoing
Easygoing
Happy
Happy
Engineering tradition
Engineering tradition
Britishness
Britishness

3. Brand community
The Mini brand marks the
social identity of the
community.

Based on Broderick et al., 2003

Focusing on the third ‘layer’, the consuming unit ‘layer’ (i.e. the individual consumer and the
brand community), Mini owners saw the Mini brand as a symbol of the individual and collective
27

’This is the world of everyday experience in which the phenomenal world presents itself to the senses of the
individual, fully shaped and constituted by the beliefs and assumptions of his or her culture’ McCracken (1986:72).
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self28, which may also be referred to as the social identity of the community29. In their
interpretations of the brand, Mini owners coupled and integrated various personal and social
experiences in their understanding of the brand, hence the notion of interpretive community.
For example, the widely shared association of the Mini brand as fun was by owners linked with
personal and nostalgic experiences that reminded them of their youth, and the happy and joyful
‘times of the firsts’ (Broderick et al., 2003:90). Thus, the Mini brand became personal and
meaningful because owners coupled the publicly held image of the Mini brand with personal
experiences and cognitive and affective understandings of ‘who and what we are’ (Schouten,
1991:413). This finding is also reported by Jensen Schau & Muniz (2002), who through their
studies of the Apple, Harley-Davidson, Saab, Tom Petty (the singer), and Xena (the Warrior
Princess TV show) brand communities find that: ‘Consumers do not merely appropriate the
community as a source of identity. Instead they actively draw on specific parts and weave in
their own history and experiences’ (Jensen Schau & Muniz, 2002:348).
Shared Interpretation Strategies Serve to Socialize and Teach Members the Values of the Brand
Community
This dynamic, that consumers’ personal and social experiences function as a backdrop for
individual as well as collective interpretations of the brand, is also described by Schouten &
McAlexander (1995), Kozinets (1997; 2001), Muniz & O’Guinn (2001), and Jensen Schau &
Muniz (2002). For example, as the Saab brand is often confused with the Volvo brand, North
American Saab owners has cultivated a shared interpretation strategy which couples the Volvo
brand with dull and unattractive dimensions (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). The aim of the strategy
is to clearly distance themselves from the Volvo brand, thereby protecting Saab owners from
being associated with these characteristics.
Saab owners are furthermore known to share ‘saved my life’ tales (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001;
O’Guinn & Muniz, 2005). These brand tales (communal myths), or ‘tales of the self’ (Jensen
Schau & Muniz, 2002:347) relate to situations where Saab owners find themselves in danger,
In his work of the extended self, Belk (1988) points to the collective conceptualizations of the self. As
manifestations of the collective self, Belk refers to tattoos, formal as well as informal uniforms, and hairstyles as
examples of how people use tastes and symbols to express group identification. Much in the same way, the Mini
brand, i.e. what it stands for and symbolizes, expresses the collective self of the community of owners.
29
As the brand community does not exist in itself, i.e. it does not have a self, but is made up of a number of
individual consumers (with individual selves), rather than using the term self-concept in relation to brand
community, I will use the term social identity, which has been defined as ‘that part of the individual’s self-concept
which derives from their knowledge of their membership of a social group (or groups) together with their
knowledge of the value’ (Tajfel, 1982:24).
28
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and where their Saab miraculously saves them from being hurt. Similarly, members of the
abandoned Apple Newton brand community told tales of how Newtons were capable of
surviving extreme challenges, how ‘dead’ Newtons were miraculously brought back to life, and
how one day the Newton will return to the market (Muniz & Jensen Schau, 2005).
On an individual level, the brand tales can be said to reflect, or mirror consumers’ life
projects and life themes by addressing basic concerns and topics which consumers paid
attention to in the construction and maintenance of key roles and identities (Fournier, 1998;
Arnould, 2004:263). On a community level, much like traditions and rituals, brand tales
represent artifacts of the particular brand community insofar as they convey myths and stories
which have been told by members and which reveal what is considered central to members of
the brand community (Schultz, 1994:26-27). In regard to how the sharing of interpretive
strategies socialize and teach members the values of the brand community, brand tales can be
seen as part of the repertoire of interpretive strategies members share and which help them
learn the values of the community, which in turn develops the community ethos and
strengthens its sense of being (Jenkins, 1992a,b; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001).
This idea that shared interpretations of the brand socialize and teach members the values of the
brand community is also discussed by Broderick et al. (2003). They show how newcomers to
the Mini community learn to interpret the brand via their social interactions with ‘senior’
members of the Mini community. For example, when a newcomer compares a Mini Clubman to
a Mini Cooper, the newcomer is corrected by ‘senior’ member, and told NEVER to compare
these two types of cars (Broderick et al., 2003:92). Unbeknownst to the newcomer, the ability
to discriminate between a ‘true’ Mini (the Mini Clubman) and what the ‘senior’ member labels a
‘poor excuse for a Mini’ (the Mini Cooper) is central to the community’s self-concept and
therefore part of the repertoire of interpretive strategies shared among ‘senior’ and more
experienced Mini owners. As the example illustrates, not knowing the interpretive strategies
shared among ‘senior’ and more experienced members exposes the newcomer as a novice,
someone who has not been socialized or taught the ‘right’ ways of interpreting the brand.
According to Fiske’s (1992:31) studies of how fan communities, which are typically thought
of as popular culture, stand in opposition to ‘high culture’ (i.e. the art forms ranging from the
traditional to the avant-garde), it may be suggested that the interpretive tension between the
Mini newcomer and the ‘senior’ and more experienced members, as well as Saab owners’
interpretations of the Saab versus the Volvo brand, exemplify how some consumers’
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interpretive strategies represent what can be termed the official culture of the community, i.e.
the culture that is socially and institutionally legitimated and supported by, in this case, the
‘senior’ and more experienced Mini and the Saab (Fiske, 1992). For example, whereas the
newcomer’s personal interpretation of the Mini brand does not distinguish between what is
considered a ‘real’ Mini and what is not, engaging in discussions with ‘senior’ and more
experienced owners (who have higher status compared to the newcomer), the newcomer is
confronted with the collective conventions (Kozinets, 1997:472), which we may also term the

official interpretation of the brand.
Kozinets’ (1997) study of X-Philers (fans of the TV series The X-Files), and Schouten &
McAlexander’s (1995) study of the ‘new bikers’ offer more perspectives on the topic of how
the social context of brand community influences interpretations of the brand. Kozinets finds
that individual X-Philers are generally skeptical, knowledgeable, imaginative, and even resistant in
the way they understand and interpret the TV series. However, when X-Philers engage in
discussions with other members of the community, Kozinets observes that they often disregard
personal viewpoints and interpretations of the TV series to better ‘fit’ with the official
interpretations and ‘good tastes’ of the community (Kozinets, 1997:472). Kozinets finds that the
reason why X-Philers follow the official interpretation of the community may be seen as the
individual member’s effort to contribute to the long-term sense of community. Put differently,
acting in conformity with the official interpretation of the brand, members’ perceived themselves
to be substantiating and verifying their membership of the community.
Another example of the existence of official interpretations of a brand is found in Schouten
& McAlexander (1995) study of ‘new bikers’, that is, members of the firm created Harley-

Davidson Owners Group (known as the HOG). Schouten & McAlexander show how adopting
and acting in conformity with the ‘authentic outlaw’ bikers’ interpretations of the HarleyDavidson brand ethos represents a strategy that allows the ‘new bikers’ to ‘step into’ a
predefined and widely recognized identity, which offers a total biker lifestyle based on the
fundamental belief in e.g. personal freedom, patriotism, and American heritage (Schouten &
McAlexander, 1995:50). Despite being denigrated by the ‘outlaw bikers’ as ‘weekend warriors’
and ‘pretenders’, outsiders who are not familiar with the ‘outlaw’ bikers’ ideas of who are
perceived to be ‘authentic’ bikers, confer the ‘outlaw’ and wild image on the ‘new bikers’.
Tolerating being denigrated by the outlaws, ‘new bikers’ do, in other words, enjoy the respect
and recognition of non-owners, and they use the respect they are shown to act with more
confidence, i.e. by being tougher, freer and wilder than they usually are. Thus, in spite of being
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denigrated by the ‘outlaw’ bikers, because of non-owners inability to distinguish between the
different types of bikers, ‘new bikers’ are able to create meaningful identities.
The example serves to illustrate how the interpretations of the brand of some members,
who are considered the ‘true’ and authentic members, are elevated to representing the official
interpretation of the brand. Yet, although ‘new bikers’ do share the same perception of the
brand as the outlaw members, ‘new bikers’ are never accepted by these ‘senior’ members but
are devaluated on the basis of authenticity. The idea that there is a ‘price’ to be paid for the
privilege of belonging to brand community is also addressed in a study of German car club
members (Algesheimer et al., 2005). Compared to the ‘new bikers’, who tolerate being
devaluated by the ‘outlaws’, Algesheimer et al. found that normative pressure and the obligation
to abide with the community’s norms, which include ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ ways of interpreting the
brand, provoke reactions from some car club members which negatively influence these
members’ affiliation with the brand and their wish to continue their membership in the
community. As one Fiat car club member told in an interview: ‘I often feel that it is expected of
me to participate in all club events, to take on many responsibilities and organizational tasks.
Seeing everything through the ‘Fiat’ lens makes me feel so sick that I sometimes feel like I want
to leave the club in order to realize more personal freedom’ (Algesheimer et al., 2005:22).
Obviously, the car club member feels limited, restricted by the many expectations to participate,
but also the pressure to conform and ‘see everything through the ‘Fiat’ lens’. Of relevance to
this observation, Schouten & McAlexander note that they find it ironic how ‘outlaw’ bikers, who
otherwise greatly treasure their freedom and personal independence, so readily accept: ‘rigid
new structures, new codes of conduct, new pressures to conform, and new sources of
authority’ (Schouten & McAlexander,1995:52). Seemingly, the wish to belong and the ‘strong’
identity associated with the brand’s ethos outweigh these otherwise greatly treasured
dimensions of life.
Returning to the question of what characterizes interpretive community, as we have seen,
interpretive community emerge primarily as the result of consumers’ negotiations of brand
meaning, which they engage in to further give meaning to the brand related activities they are
involved in. As the brand tales exemplify, members use various interpretive strategies to make
sense of the brand, but also of who and what they are as individuals and as a social collective.
Relating back to the notion of what was termed an official interpretation of the brand, which
can also be described as the institutionalized ‘right’ way of interpreting and enacting the brand
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(e.g. by complying with social structures, certain codes of conduct etc.), we see that various
social ‘mechanisms’, such as normative pressure and the obligation to abide by the community’s
norms, work to align or influence consumers’ interpretations of the brand. In general, however,
little is known of these social ‘mechanisms’ and how they influence consumers’ experiences of
belonging to a brand community. Towards the end of this section, I will therefore readdress this
topic.
So far I have focused on brand communities as consisting of fairly homogeneous interpretations
of the brand. Brand communities may, however, also be ‘home’ to several interpretive
communities. The notion of multiple interpretive communities is discussed in the coming
section.
Multiple Interpretive Communities
Broderick et al. (2003) identify three interpretive communities centered on different Mini car
types: the Mini Clubman, the Mini Cooper, and the BMW Mini (which is the latest Mini
produced by the new owners, the BMW car firm). Whereas Broderick et al. find that the
interpretive communities share the same fundamental understanding of the Mini brand (as funloving, easy going, and happy), across the groups, different interpretations of the brand regarding
authenticity are observed. This is especially true in the case of the new BMW Mini, which is
considered by some Mini owners the Mini of the future, but as: ‘sacrilege and blasphemy’ by
others (Broderick et al. 2003:92). The existence of multiple and to some degree also conflicting
interpretive communities is also reported by Schouten & McAlexander (1995).
Schouten & McAlexander show that whereas the group of ‘outlaw bikers’ is fairly
homogenous (however regulated by relative statuses), the ‘new bikers’ tend to organize
themselves into chapters characterized by special interests (e.g. some chapters cater to
recovering addicts and alcoholics, others attract ‘mom-and-pop bikers’, born again Christians,
RUB’s (rich urban bikers) etc.) The study shows how bikers’ personal backgrounds and
experiences motivate them to seek out closer affiliation with other bikers whom they consider
to be more like themselves and with whom they share interpretive strategies. For example,
whereas both the ‘outlaws’ and the ‘new bikers’ interpret the Harley-Davidson brand to be
about American heritage, the way e.g. patriotism is understood varies depending on whether
the biker has a working-class, or a mom-and-pop background. Working-class bikers tend to
associate patriotism with xenophobia, whereas the mom-and-pops bikers’ tend to associate
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patriotism with Independence Day parades and apple pies (Schouten & McAlexander, 1995:53).
In this perspective, multiple interpretive communities arise because members tend to: ‘gravitate
towards those that best fit their needs and their personal interpretations’ of the brand
(Schouten & McAlexander, 1995:49).
Similarly, in his study of British soccer hooligans, Peitersen (2006) observes that ‘underneath’
what appears to be more or less identical interpretive strategies, there is a great deal of
variation in soccer fans’ self-concepts. In other words, whereas soccer fans display
homogeneous behaviors during the games, and though they share identical ways of interpreting
the game, their self-concept, i.e. their cognitive and affective understanding of ‘who and what we
are’ (Schouten, 1991:413), varies considerably. Compared to the ‘new bikers’, who form
multiple interpretive communities around their different self-concepts, soccer fans thus display a
different behavior, as they do not mark or express these differences, for example, by forming
different support groups.
Seemingly, as in the case of the Mini brand and the ‘new bikers’, some brands foster multiple
interpretation strategies, which again give rise to multiple interpretive communities. At other
times, multiple interpretation strategies do not give rise to multiple interpretive communities.
For example, in the case of soccer, a possible explanation could be that soccer fans identify
strongly with their favorite team, and that the celebration and experience of the team is
expressed and experienced as a collective act. Put differently, soccer fans’ sense of the ‘we’ is
centered on being known as a Manchester United fan, a Liverpool fan etc., and less on individual
characteristics such as being man or women, rich or poor etc. In contrast, the biker identity is
found to be strongly associated with the individual’s sense of freedom etc. Thus, compared to
the soccer identity, the expression of individuality is prioritized, which may explain the existence
of multiple interpretive communities.
In sum, although consumers share an interest and commitment to the same brand, they may
have a number of different motivations and reasons for doing so which depend on, as we have
seen, the personal goals, motives, and self-concept of the individual consumer, but also the
cultural and social contexts of the consumer. Relating back to the existence of multiple
interpretive communities, we may suggest that their function is to allow members to negotiate

preferred social spaces (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001), centered on different interpretations of what
it means to be a biker, a Mini owner, a Saab driver, a Macintosh user etc. and offering the
individual member a ‘home’ within the larger community.
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Of relevance to the notion of preferred social spaces, in his migration study of newcomers to
the countryside, Halfacree (1998:205) shows how newcomers make use of things, symbols,
feelings, and meanings associated with the idea of the countryside to ‘fit into’ what he calls the

distinctive space that defines the countryside. From this perspective, we may explain consumers’
tendency to seek out like-minded others within the larger community as a way of ‘fitting into’,
and defining a distinctive space they can belong to e.g. via the sharing of interpretation
strategies. In his study, Halfacree furthermore finds that newcomers’ successful integration into
the distinctive space depends on their understanding of where the community symbolically
begins and ends. In this context, we may suggest that the various interpretive strategies
constitute numerous symbolic boundaries30 and demarcations that are defined by, among others
things, consumers’ many and varied self-concepts. In this light, a relevant question, which has not
been extensively dealt with in the literature, is: Given the existence of many and sometimes
conflicting interpretive communities, how does the brand work to maintain a recognizable and
identifiable ‘we’?
How the Brand Works to Maintain a Recognizable and Identifiable ‘we’
The semiotic tradition, i.e. the analysis of signs and the study of how signs are organized in sign
systems, offers more perspectives on this topic. As Cohen (1985:18) illustrates, symbols (like
brands), but also rituals and traditions can unite people in spite of opposing views on what the
symbol, the ritual, or the tradition means to the individual consumer. For example, in the case of
the peace symbol, people may have conflicting views on what peace actually means, who peace
is for, and how to accomplish peace. Thus, if people begin to discuss their individual
interpretations of how the peace symbol ‘should be’ interpreted, they soon realize that there
are many, and oftentimes conflicting viewpoints represented (Cohen, 1985).
Relating back to how brands work to maintain a recognizable and identifiable ‘we’, in his
many reception studies of mass media, Fiske (1990) finds that the more a group of people
shares the same symbols, signs, and codes, the better they think they understand one another.
Drawing on Fiske’s observations, in regard to members’ sense of ‘we’, it may thus be suggested
that the ‘strength’ of brands lies in their imprecise nature and their (tacit) capacity to direct and
organize members’ different experiences, attitudes and beliefs (Cohen, 1985), and as Peitersen

30

The aspect of boundary is also addressed in organizational theory, where the boundaries between the collectivity
- the organization - and the rest of the world indicate a recognizable ‘we’ to members of the organization (Argyris
and Schön, 1996).
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(2006) finds, people’s various self-concepts. McCracken, (1986) furthermore suggests that the
associations broadly coupled with the brand support members in their aim to balance who they
think they are with what they actually do. For example, Star Trek fans’ belief in images and ideas
that are idealistic and utopian (Kozinets, 2001) goes hand in hand with e.g. the texts and the
other materials they produce and the way they organize and manage the community.
The notion of oppositional brand loyalty (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2005:10) offers another
perspective on how brands work to maintain a recognizable and identifiable ‘we’. Oppositional
brand loyalty describes a process: ‘in which community members derive an important aspect of
their community experience, as well as an important component of the meaning of the brand,
from their opposition to competing brands’ (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2005:10). It draws attention to
how brands are used to reinforce beliefs about ‘who are we’, but also ‘who are we not’. Hence,
the brand marks social inclusion but also exclusion from other identities, opinions and lifestyles.
As Muniz & O’Guinn (2001) show, members of the Apple brand community are not just users
of Apple computers; many are also sworn enemies of Windows and Microsoft. Similarly to the
dynamics of oppositional brand loyalty, in the case of the introduction of the BMW Mini, the
brand now owned by BMW was perceived as inauthentic by Clubman and Cooper owners
(Broderick et al., 2003). Thus, oppositional brand loyalty also occurs in cases where the brand
changes status, for example because the brand changes owners.
Of relevance to the notion of oppositional brand loyalty and how it integrates members,
Jenkins (1992a,b) and Tulloch & Jenkins (1995), who studied Star Trek fans for over a decade,
find that to manifest the perceived differences between Star Trek fans and the mundane world
of non-fans, fans create communities that are more democratic and accepting of individual
differences compared to traditional communities founded on traditional terms of race, religion,
gender, profession, income etc. Thus, the Star Trek community provides alternative sources of
emotional support, recognition and status not available to these consumers in the mundane
world. However, as previously discussed, nuances to this democratic and accepting
understanding of community formed by consumers also exist.
Returning to the question of the ‘mechanisms’ that work to maintain a recognizable and
identifiable ‘we’ (despite the existence of various interpretive communities), it can be suggested
that a brand community that comprises many and even conflicting interpretive communities
exists as a more or less coherent entity because members all share an affection for one and the
same (imprecise) symbol, the brand. Sharing affection for a brand may socially link people who
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share no other connection than an interest in a brand, or in the case of soccer fans, a soccer
team (McAlexander et al., 2002), but also, it may identify and discriminate the brand community
from other brand communities (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). Consequently, rather than associating
brand communities with uniform and clone-like interpretations of a brand, brand community
can be seen as representing an aggregation of the various interpretations that often exist of a
brand.
Discussion
What implications has this section highlighted of relevance to the further empirical study of
brand community membership and innovations performed by members?
The review suggests that in line with newer understandings of consumers and brands brand
community can also be conceptualized as an interpretive community where members to various
degrees share ideas of what the brand stands for. These strategies are used, for example, when
socializing new members and when teaching them how to interpret the brand.
The review furthermore proposes the possible existence of not one, but many interpretive
communities, which serve the function of making room for different ideas of what it means to
be a Mini owner, a Harley-Davidson owner etc. In this connection it is further suggested that
the imprecise nature of brands enables members to uphold a sense of a coherent ‘we’ despite
the fact that the ‘we’ is based on a multitude of different interpretations and experiences.
Nevertheless, we may speculate whether the existence of many and even conflicting
interpretive communities may pose a challenge to the long-term coherence of the community.
For example, it can be questioned whether BMW Mini owners will continue to tolerate having
their cars denigrated as ‘sacrilege and blasphemy’ and whether the devaluation diminishes these
members’ sense of ‘we’ness’.
The review further suggests the existence of what is termed an ’official’ interpretation of the
brand. Whereas acting in conformity with this ‘official’ interpretation is described as a way of
confirming one’s membership in the brand community, another perspective points to the
observation that an ‘official’ interpretation may in some cases reinforce normative pressures and
obligations to abide by this interpretation (such as in the Mini case). Focusing specifically on
these dynamics, based in their study of German car club members, Algesheimer et al. (2005)
indicate that acting in conformity with the ‘official’ interpretation of the brand can be seen as a
‘price’ members (to various degrees) ‘pay’ for the privilege of belonging to a community. For
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example, members act in conformity because they wish to preserve the community, but equally
to avoid social exclusion (which has also been described as the: ‘persuasive threat of communal
‘flaming’, Kozinets, 1997:472). Algesheimer et al. (2005) show, as previously mentioned, how
some members do indeed feel that they have to subordinate to other members’ ideas of how
one ‘ought’ to behave as a member of the car club31.
In a somewhat different but nonetheless relevant empirical study of the Students for a

Democratic Society (SDS), Klatch (2004) shows how otherwise positive affective bonds begin
to deteriorate as activists begin to develop more and more judgmental and critical viewpoints of
who thinks the ‘right’ way, and who does not, who is doing the ‘right’ kind of political work, and
who is not. This ‘correct-line-ism’ (Klatch, 2004:495) leads to the development of negative
group dynamics. For example, activists developed a kind of conformity, a ‘right’ way to behave,
and a ‘right’ way to dress which gradually eroded the solidarity that had existed among the
activists. These dynamics gave way to polarization, burnout, and feelings of guilt and despair
which ended with the dissolution of the group.
Relating back to the role of the brand in consumers’ construction of brand community, the
literature identifies the brand as giving access to important ‘resources’ and ideas that foster a
sense of ‘we’ness’. However, the ‘other sides’ of brand communities, which are largely
unexplored in the brand community literature, may, as Algesheimer et al. (2005) point out,
negatively influence the way members think of the brand, the way they relate to other
members, how strongly they feel they belong to the community, and thus possibly the activities
they engage in as well, such as their innovation processes. Thus, like the social and cultural
dynamics observed by Klatch, we may suggest that the experience of pressures and obligations
to abide by the brand community’s norms and understandings of the brand can cause otherwise
positive dynamics and meanings of the brand to decay and disintegrate, potentially leading to
consumers’ rejection of the brand and the brand community. Consequently, with the aim of
contributing to this largely unexplored topic we may ask: Do we find an ‘official’ interpretation
of the brand among members? And how do interpretations of the brand, whether or not an
‘official’ interpretation exists, influence members’ activities, such as their innovation processes?
The chapter now turns to the theme which focuses on social relationships in brand community.

31

However, as the study was not comparative, and as there was no control group, it is difficult to judge, for
example, whether brand community contributes more or less to feelings of community pressure compared to e.g.
traditional communities.
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On Member Types and Social Relationships in Brand Community
Taking a macro perspective on social relationships in general, sociologists have found that

individualization32 best characterizes the dominant social structure of contemporary western
society (cf. Giddens, 1991; Maffesoli, 1997; Beck 1997 [1986] 2000; Bauman, 2001). Briefly
described, individualization refers to the situation where social relationships and arrangements
are gradually becoming more disembedded from local and fixed relationships, but without
becoming reembedded in new social relationships and arrangements (Giddens & Pierson,
1998:98-99; Beck, 2002:62-63). Thus, individualization entails that whereas people are ‘lifted out’
of their social structures, they are not necessarily ‘inserted’ into new communities or social
relationships. Among other things, the division of labor and globalization, which describes the
process whereby firms and institutions become more and more interconnected across national
borders (via e.g. multinational firms and multinational advertising and PR firms), is seen as adding
force to the disembedment of people (Arnould et al., 2004).
From the perspective of social relationships, what role are brand communities playing in the
era of individualization? Of relevance to this question, Beck (2002:62) has offered the following
viewpoint: with individualization the individual has become a core construct. Consequently, the
idea of social cohesion as something which is embedded in preconceived and preexisting social
structures needs to be redefined to embrace also the notion of self-selection. Self-selection
points to the act whereby individuals actively seek out and define the social relationships that
they individually want to become part of (Giddens, 1991; Ziehe in Andersen & Kaspersen,
2002). In this light, and compared to the characteristics of traditional community, membership
of brand community thus represents an option, a self-selective choice, rather than an obligation,
something which the individual is born into. Under the macro perspective, which emphasizes
the trend towards individualization, brand community can thus be seen as representing a
reverse social movement that potentially allows consumers to be ‘reinserted’ in new social
relationships (2001; Cova & Cova, 2002:597).
According to Muniz & O’Guinn (2001:412) a fundamental characteristic of brand
communities is that they are: ‘based on a structured set of social relations among admirers of a
It is important to distinguish between individualization, which refers to: ‘a structural, sociological transformation of
social institutions and the individual’s relations with society’ (Beck, 2002:61, own translation), and individualism,
which represents an ideology associated with: ‘social theory which advocates the free and independent action of
the individual’, in other words: ‘a mode of life in which the individual pursues his own ends or follows out his own
ideas’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 2004).
32
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brand’. However, Muniz & O’Guinn also observe that members do not usually think of their
membership of the brand community as providing primary social support: ‘Members know it
[brand community membership] isn’t the most important thing in their lives - not even close but neither is it trivial. They know they share a social bond around a branded, mass-produced
commodity, and believe it is reasonable to do so.’ (Muniz & O’Guinn. 2001:418). In other
words, membership of brand community is not described as substituting primary social groups
such as for example the family. Rather, brand community is seen as representing one out of
many social relationships consumers are involved in, thus supplementing rather than substituting
members’ social relationships (Kozinets,1999:253).
With the aim of describing more concretely the type of members and social relationships that
have been found to exist in brand community, I have reviewed existing typologies of member
participation. The typologies are proposed by Kozinets (1999), Cova & Cova (2002), and de
Valck et al. (2005)33. I consider one of the main strengths of the typologies to be their
structured approaches to how member types and social relationships can be conceptualized and
described. However, in regard to a social constructionist perspective, which identifies brand
community as being culturally, socially, and historically located and produced by its members
(see Chapter 2), the typologies also have certain limitations, or blind spots. After introducing the
typologies I therefore discuss these limitations. Finally, on the basis of the presented typologies I
move on to propose a consolidated and synthesized overview. The review shows member
types and social relationships in brand community. I conclude this section by discussing the role
of member types and social relations in consumers’ construction of brand community.

33

Similar to previous remarks about terminology (see Chapter 2), it should be noted that the scholarly work I refer
to does not use the term brand community. Instead, Kozinets (1999) and de Valck et al. (2005) both use the term
virtual community of consumption, whereas Cova & Cova (2002) use the term postmodern tribe to describe the
phenomena they study. Common to the approaches is, however, the fact that they situate their conceptualizations
within a consumption context. Also, both Kozinets and Cova & Cova center their research on communities formed
around brands. de Valck et al. however, center their research on an interest rather than a brand. The website
www.smulweb.nl (which their research is centered on) represents the biggest food & beverage oriented site in the
Netherlands. Thus, in itself smulweb.nl represents a brand. Therefore, with the intention of continuously stating the
empirical interests and focus of this dissertation, I broadly refer to the typologies as typologies of member

participation.
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Typologies of Member Types and Social Relationships

Kozinets’ Typology
Based on his empirical observations of the Star Trek and X-Files communities, and with the aim
of contributing to the knowledge of how firms could more effectively segment and target
potential and existing consumers who used the Internet to form what he labels ‘electronic
tribes’ (Kozinetz, 1999:252), Kozinets proposes a member typology. Kozinets finds that
members’ identification with a community can be described via two non-independent factors: 1)
The kind of relationship the member has with the consumption activity34 (i.e. how central the
consumption activity is to the member’s self-concept), and 2) The intensity of the social
relationships members share with other members of the community (i.e. whether the member
has strong or weak social relations to the community). Using these two dimensions as axes,
Kozinets draws a grid where the vertical axis ranges from ‘weak social ties to community’ to
‘strong social ties to community’, and the horizontal axis from ‘low self-centrality of
consumption activity’ to ‘high self-centrality of consumption activity’. The two axes form four
quadrants, with each quadrant exemplifying a member type: The tourist, the mingler, the

devotee, and the insider. Kozinets does not comment on the relative sizes of the four segments.
Thus it is not known whether any of the member types dominate the community relative to
others.
Kozinets describes the tourist as having no strong involvements with the consumption activity
and as someone who is generally uninterested in building social relations with the community.
Like the tourist, the mingler is also conceptualized as having no strong involvement with the
consumption activity. Contrary to the tourist, however, the mingler’s social relations with the
community are described as being strong.
Both the insider and the devotee are described as having strong involvement with the
consumption activity. However, whereas the insider is found to have strong social relations with
the community, the devotee’s social relations are described as being weak. The devotee is, in
other words, devoted primarily to the consumption activity. In regard to the four member
types’ interaction modes, i.e. the way they socially interact with the community, with their
weaker social relations to the community, both the tourist and the devotee are described as
having a factual, which Kozinets also refers to as an informational approach, to the community.
In other words, these members primarily come for the informational facts rather than the social
Consumption activity refers to the activities consumers engage in when the make use of the brand either
personally, or when interacting socially with other people.
34
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relationships and contexts. These members are furthermore described as ‘ignoring the needs of
other community members…using members’ resources and not returning anything of benefit’
to the larger community (Kozinets, 1999:255).
With their stronger social relations to the community, both the mingler and insider are
portrayed as being socially oriented in their approach to the community, and they are actively
engaged in the practice of maintaining and developing the community. Whereas the tourist and
the devotee are described as having a short-term personal gain approach to their participation,
the mingler and the insider have a longer-term personal gain approach to the community
membership, involving e.g. ‘creating their tastes together’, and negotiating brand meaning and
consumption standards (such as evaluating product quality) with other members of the brand
community (Kozinets, 1999:259). However, whereas the insider may be characterized as having
a relational as well as a transformational interaction mode, i.e. as someone who is involved in all
aspects of the community’s life, and who also takes great interest in transforming, or changing
certain aspects related to the consumption activity, the mingler is described as having mainly a
relational and recreational interaction mode.

Cova & Cova’s Typology
Similar to Kozinets, Cova & Cova (2002) propose four member types. To illustrate the
typology, they use examples related to the 2CV car brand, the Solomon sports brand, and a
French inline skating community. However, as Cova & Cova do not explicitly state how they
arrive at their typology, it is unclear whether the typology is in fact empirically or conceptually
deduced. In any case, compared to Kozinets’ typology, which is based on members’ relationship
with the consumption activity and the nature of members’ social relations to the community,
Cova & Cova base their typology on the different locations (or contexts) where the
consumption activity takes place (both online and offline) and the practices members take part
in at these locations. Depending on the locations and practice, different member types are
identified.
In illustrating their typology, first, Cova & Cova define two axes describing the overall
locations of the brand community, which they also referred to as the ‘traces’ and the ‘evidence’
of the brand community (Cova & Cova, 2002:606). The horizontal axis describes the ‘visible’, or
noticeable, location of the community. Cova & Cova distinguish between two types of locations:
the temporal location, where the community comes together for different occasions, and the
physical and virtual meeting places, where members convene in institution-like set-ups. On the
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vertical axis, Cova & Cova mark the ‘invisible’ locations, i.e. the locations that are either

imaginary insofar as members do not physically interact with one another, but rather sympathize
with the consumption activity or the community, and the locations that have to do with the
individual member’s day-to-day practice and involvement with the community activities (for
example, the practice of visiting the community websites, engaging in consumption related
activities etc.) Having defined the locations where ‘traces’ and ‘evidence’ of brand community
can be observed, Cova & Cova move on to characterize the different member types found at
these locations.
To arrive at the member types, I will draw on examples from Cova & Cova’s empirical study of
French in-line skaters35, who are described as connecting with the community at different
locations. The adherent is characterized as someone who belongs to national skating
institutions, for example, the French Federation of Roller-Skating, and who carries cards
signifying his or her membership. The participant is described as someone who participates in
informal gatherings and different types of events centered on in-line skating activities, for
example, Friday Night Fever, a skating event which takes place on Friday evenings in Paris,
gathering 3,000-5,000 skaters. The practitioner is described as someone who is involved in dayto-day in-line skating practices, but whose practice is not necessarily visible to others. Finally, the

sympathizer is described as someone who is only marginally integrated into the community, and
who is attracted to in-line skating because it is considered trendy. Cova & Cova do not mention
whether and to what degree they see overlaps between the different member types. For
example, if the typology also classifies the practitioner as a sympathizer etc. With regard to the
relative sizes of the member types, according to Cova & Cova’s observations of the in-line
skaters’ community, sympathizers and practitioners constitute by far the largest groups.
However, they offer no data to support their observations.
Like Kozinets, Cova & Cova expand the understanding of social relationships in brand
community by showing how consumers’ individual consumption activities and the social life of
the brand community take place at different locations. Informed by the four member types,
Cova & Cova propose that firms should consider their products and services from a linking

35

Cova & Cova also refer to an empirical study based on the sports brand Solomon. However, I consider their
study of the (non-branded) in-line skater community to provide a better illustration of their typology and the
relative size of the member types.
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angle rather than on the basis of their use value. With their marketing reference (‘tribal
marketing’), Cova & Cova’s emphasis on location offers a way to identify the concrete locations
where firms can ‘go in’ and support, for example, the different types of social links which are
shared by potential and existing consumers. In this connection, Cova & Cova’s typology offers a
‘tool’ for firms to distinguish between the different consumers who use their brand. However,
with their focus on locations only, compared to Kozinets’ typology, the social relationship
perspective is less explored in their typology. In this connection, it should be restated that core
to Cova & Cova’s general thinking of consumers, consumption activities, and brands is the idea
that consumers demand brands less for their use value and more for their capability to socially
link people with one another. However, this dimension receives no attention in their typology.

de Valck et al.’s Typology
With reference to Kozinets’ typology, but no reference to Cova & Cova’s typology, de Valck et
al. (2005) propose in a working paper a typology aimed at distinguishing between members’
different patterns of participation. de Valck et al. aim on the one hand, to extend the often
simple approach to online communities that distinguishes between whether the member is a
‘lurker’ (who only reads post), or a ‘poster’ (someone who contributes to the community’s
content) and on the other hand, to suggest a more realistic and richer typology of member
participation.
de Valck et al. classify members according to five behavioral dimensions: Visit frequency, visit
duration, and whether members retrieve, supply, and discuss information with other members
of the community. Like Kozinets’ and Cova & Cova’s typologies, de Valck et al.’s typology is
empirically based. However, whereas Kozinets and Cova & Cova develop their typologies on
the basis of empirical observations and interviews, de Valck et al.’s study is based on an online
survey, announced on a website organized around culinary matters (www.smulweb.nl). Their
survey generated 1.007 usable responses. Performing a two-step cluster analysis, de Valck et al.
find that six member types best fit their data. They identify four of the member types as being
socially involved, i.e. as having social relationships with other members of the community. The
remaining two member types were described as having no social relationships with other
members of the community.
The most committed member type is labeled the core member. This type of member visits the
community daily for about an hour and a half, is highly involved with other members of the
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community, makes use of a broad range of the community’s resources, and contributes the
most to the community’s content. Finally, they are broadly considered culinary opinion leaders
and experts. These members constitute 6% of the community, and judging from their profile,
they share many similarities with Kozinets’ Insider.
In terms of visit frequency, the second most committed member is the hobbyist. This type of
member represents 17% of the community. They visit the community five to six times a week
for about one hour, they are socially involved (however not as strongly as the core members),
and they spend their time mainly browsing personal webpages and guest books.
Compared to the core members and the hobbyists, the conversationalist (10% of the
members) and the informationalist (14% of the members) visit the community fewer times per
week (three to four times a week for about half an hour). They are described as being culinary
experts, the conversationalist relative to family and friends, and the informationalist relative to
other members. Like the hobbyist, both member types are socially involved with other
members of the community. However, whereas the conversationalists’ focus is on the
discussion of information (they are found to be very active in discussion forums and chat
rooms), the informationalists’ focus is described as being factual with a focus on retrieval and
supplementation of information. Compared to the conversationalist, the informationalist is
found to be inactive in community forums and chat rooms. Nevertheless, because of their focus
on not only retrieving but also supplying information, de Valck et al. characterize these members
as socially involved. Conversationalists, with their strong social orientation, share many
similarities with Kozinets’ mingler, whereas informationalists, with their focus on information
concerning the brand or the particular interest, share many similarities with the devotee.
Remaining are the functionalists (28% of the members) and the opportunists (25% of the
members). Compared to the other member types, these members are described as being on
the community’s periphery. They have a low visiting rate, visiting for a maximum of half an hour
per week, they are not socially involved with other members, and their focus is merely on the
retrieval of information. Compared to the opportunists, however, the functionalists want to
improve their culinary expertise. The opportunists, on the other hand, are interested in
retrieving recipes only once in a while. Opportunists are furthermore compared to ‘lurkers’ and
described as having no expert characteristics whatsoever. With their low social involvement
these members share many similarities with Kozinets’ tourist. Interestingly enough, but not
explored further, de Valck et al. find the lowest educational level among the core members, and
the highest among the functionalists. Whether this pattern has to do with, for example, the
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specific interest area (culinary matters), or whether higher education correlates with more
knowledge about culinary matters, and therefore a relatively lower involvement in the
community’s social life and use of community resources is not known.
The typologies each offer a vocabulary, a way of referring to the relationships which exists
among members in brand community. Thus, Kozinets’ typology groups member types according
to the ‘strengths’ of their social ties to the community and the centrality of the specific
consumption activity to the member. Cova & Cova, on the other hand, focus on the type of
members and practices found in the community’s different locations and contexts. Finally, de
Valck et al. pay attention to members’ use of the community’s resources and the degree to
which they interact with the community. Across the three typologies a number of interesting
and similar perspectives emerge. As the basis for the further discussions I have therefore
constructed an overview showing the different member types and their social relationship
modes. Before I turn to the overview and the further discussion of member types and social
relationships in brand community, I will address some issues concerning the limitations of the
typologies.
Limitations of the Typologies
The limitations I identify in regard to the typologies relate in particular to two issues: 1) The
individual member as the unit of analysis, and 2) The online focus.

The Individual Member as the Unit of Analysis
The typologies are generally characterized by the fact that the individual member constitutes the
unit of analysis. The typologies therefore tell little about the way brand communities function as
a whole, as social entities. Also, topics such as the social dynamics and interactions among
members, the way members negotiate and decide upon the goals they want to pursue as a
community remain unaddressed. Approaching brand community from a social constructionist
perspective, it consequently remains unclear how social interactions among members influence,
for example, their role within the community, their larger sense of community, and the culture
of the community. Using the typologies as a foundation for the descriptions of member types
and social relationships in brand communities, it is thus necessary to bear in mind that what they
inform us about is the individual member’s relationship with the brand community and the
consumption activity, and not how the brand community ‘functions’ as a social entity.
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The Online Focus
The second perspective which needs to be taken into account regards the fact that both
Kozinets’ and de Valck et al.’s typologies relate to member types and social relationships found
in online communities. In general, brand community is described as being non-geographically
bound. Consequently, many brand communities are found to exist as online and imagined

communities (Anderson, 1991 [1983]) where members, for example via the use of the Internet
and other technological and electronic services and media, imagine, or think of themselves as
being part of a community of like-minded others, many of whom they have never seen, or
physically met with36. As such, there is a good fit between the typologies and the
conceptualizations of brand community, which generally describe brand community as being
liberated from geography. The online focus, therefore, does not represent a limitation in the
same way as the aforementioned issues. However, ever since the Internet began enabling
people to get connected and become part of larger social networks which transcend locality
and geography, the discussion of the Internet’s effect on social relationships compared to faceto-face relationships has been widely debated. Observing the discussions from the early days of
the Internet (the 80s and the 90s), the conviction among Internet pioneers such as Rheingold
(who was known as the first citizen of the Internet) was that the Internet (being an internetworked communications medium) would fundamentally rearrange the way people
communicate and interact with one another. This rearrangement was expected to bring about
massive social and political changes insofar as the Internet would empower people and give rise
to, for example, new citizen-based democratic systems (Rheingold, 1998; Wilson & Leighton,
2002).
Later, other viewpoints were also raised. Focusing on the Internet’s role in socially connecting
people, in particular three arguments dominated the debate (Hopkins et al., 2004). Briefly
described, since the online environment allows people to present themselves anonymously, or
by the use of pseudonym, one argument pointed out that people’s use of the Internet leads to
social isolation and reduced psychological well-being as issues of trust, honesty, and
responsibility were questioned in the faceless and bodyless environment of the Internet. The
36

The following example is often used to illustrate Anderson’s (1991 [1983]) notion of imagined community: A
man is reading a newspaper. Reading the words, making sense of what is written, he imagines other readers reading
the same text. In this process, the newspaper reading man may experience a feeling of connectedness or
consciousness of kind with these other imagined readers. The form of community Anderson describes is imagined
because members will never know, meet, or even hear of most of their fellow members:…‘yet in the minds of
each lives the image of their communion’ (Anderson, 1991:6 [1983]). Imagined communities are limited because, as
Anderson says, even the largest of nations is defined by finite and elastic boundaries, beyond which lie other
nations (Anderson, 1991:7 [1983]).
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second argument took the position that online social interactions contribute positively to
people’s feelings of connectedness by freeing people from the constraints of geography and the
kinds of obligations associated with face-to-face relationships. Finally, the third argument
contended that rather than altering, or affecting people’s behavior, online interactions reinforce
the relationships people already have. For example, people who have many social relationships
are found to strengthen their relationships via the use of online communication forms.
Clearly, these perspectives and their consequences for the understanding of how people
interact on the Internet deserve more attention than I have given them here. However, the
point I want to make is that interaction on the Internet was generally thought of as something
different than ‘real life’ interaction, and this distinction has in itself created the expectation that
social relations formed and carried out in an online context are somewhat different from social
relations which take place in other contexts. As Rheingold argued: ‘People in virtual
communities do just about everything people do in real life, but we leave our bodies behind’
(1998). As we can see from the three aforementioned perspectives, the consequences of
‘leaving the body behind’ are interpreted in different ways, yet it remains outside this
dissertation to analyze each of the perspectives in depth.
Instead, and of consequence to the later empirical study, I have taken Wilson & Peterson’s
(2002:458) advice to: ‘break thorough the virtual/real dichotomy of online identity’, and instead
think of people’s social interactions on the Internet as being part of, and not isolated from
people’s other relationships. This approach is also reflected in Cova & Cova’s typologies as they
make no distinction between online and offline environments. Thus, whereas there has been a
tendency to separate and distinguish sharply between the online and offline environments, in
keeping with Cova & Cova’s approach I see the online and offline environments as different, but
complementary environments.
A Consolidated and Synthesized Overview of Member Types and Social Relationships in Brand
Community
As said, across the three typologies many similar findings emerge. Based on these similarities, I
have decided to integrate the three typologies with the aim of showing a consolidated
overview. As I am building on the typologies, the purpose of the overview is not to replace the
already proposed typologies. Neither does the overview illuminate new sides of member types
and social relationships. Instead, the overview consolidates what is known about member types
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and social relationships, and contributes by showing what is known in one instead of three
isolated frameworks.
In the following, I first describe how I structured the overview. I then move on to further
discuss the member types and the social relationships identified by the typologies. To further
expand the otherwise individual-centered typologies, when possible I refer to findings derived
from studies which illuminate how different member types broadly influence the social context
of brand community.
Structuring the Overview
In general, the typologies draw an overall distinction between: 1) Members who have a
participatory and social approach to other members and the community at large, and 2)
Members who have mainly a use-oriented approach and who are less socially involved. Based
on this core distinction, and inspired by Cova & Cova’s typology and Anderson’s notion of
imagined membership, I begin constructing the overview by defining three main spheres: 1) One
sphere is occupied by the adherents and participants, i.e. the members who have a participatory
and social approach to other members and the community at large, 2) Another sphere is
occupied by practitioners and sympathizers, i.e. the members who are mainly instrumental and
use-oriented in their approach, and who are less socially involved, and finally, 3) The third
sphere is occupied by consumers whose relationship with the community may be described as
imaginary.
To add more structure to the overview I define two axes. Given the topic addressed here
(member types and social relationships) I have first and foremost been inspired by the
dimension in Kozinets’ typology regarding the level of social involvement. Social involvement,
therefore, constitutes the first axis. Defining the second axis, I turn to de Valck et al’s typology.
According to their study there is a close connection between the level of social involvement
and the extent to which members make use of the community’s resources. Consequently, I find
this dimension to provide a meaningful second axis. Finally, I position the different member
types37 according to: 1) Their social involvement with the community, and 2) Their use of
community resources, see Figure 3.3. I consider Cova & Cova’s member types to represent the

37

Some member types like the core member (de Valck et al., 2005) and the insider (Kozinets, 1999) share many
characteristics. I have therefore collapsed the two member types into one ‘segment’.
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overall orientation of members, and they are therefore represented at the ‘higher’ level, i.e. the
spheres.
Figure 3.3
Member types and social relationships in brand community
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The Adherent’s and Participant’s Sphere
As shown in Figure 3.3, the typologies all point to the existence of a particularly committed and
socially engaged member type. The members who belong to this sphere represent
approximately one out of three members (de Valck et al., 2005). Judging from the typologies,
with their broad commitment to the community and their wide use of the community’s
resources, these members seemingly come closest to fitting the description of the committed,
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conscientious and passionate member (Gruen & Ferguson, 1994 in Muniz & O’Guinn,
2001:427).
Taking a broader approach to the member types who may be characterized as adherents
and participants, they represent by far the best described member types in the brand
community literature. Thus, as our point of departure we can learn more about adherents and
participants and their role within the larger community from the relatively small group of ‘hard
core’ members identified by Schouten & McAlexander, (1995) and the super member, also
refereed to as the true fan, identified by Jensen Schau & Muniz (2002:346). Compared to other
members of the brand community, these members are described as having a high degree of
legitimacy and authority. Among other things, they are thought of as the ‘authentic’ and ‘true’
members who understand and use the brand for the ‘right’ reasons. They are furthermore
described as being active and visible, and their skills and wide knowledge give them authority in
matters of interest and concern to members.
Although the ‘hard core’ members are described as being relatively few in number, because of
their strong engagement and their status within the community, their influence on the
community’s ethos and culture is, as earlier discussed, quite substantial. As shown by
McAlexander et al. (2002), the brand is deeply internalized and part of these members’ life
experiences. In this connection, Algesheimer et al. (2005) find that in comparison with ‘younger’
members, ‘seniors’, i.e. members who have a long relationship with the brand and the brand
community, are significantly more engaged and identify more strongly with the community.
Therefore, they also represent the members who are most strongly integrated into the brand
community and who demonstrate the highest loyalty towards the brand. For example, in their
study of patrons of a Native American casino, and how they respond to the casino’s loyalty
program, McAlexander et al. (2003) find that the stronger the connection members feel with
the brand community, the more members’ social experiences of their membership compared
to overall satisfaction with the product (or in this case, service) positively influence their loyalty
(towards in this case, the casino). In other words, not only are these members more committed
and socially engaged, their involvement with the community further reinforces these bonds and
loyalty towards the brand.
Jensen Schau & Muniz (2002) point to several ways through which the committed and socially
engaged member types on the one hand, increase their status within the community and on the
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other hand, influence the social life of the community. For example, besides being socially
involved, knowing ‘things’ about the history of the brand and the way the brand functions, taking
part in brand related rituals and traditions, and engaging in the physical customization of the
brand, these members are found to raise their legitimacy and status within the community.
With high status come certain granted rights not available to other members, such as the
right of high status members of the Harley-Davidson brand community to drive at the head of
the group on runs. Also, as previously shown in the case of the Mini and the Saab community,
‘senior’ and more experienced members have, or take, the right to represent the legitimate and
official culture of the community. For example, as we have seen, new members (of the Mini
community) who are considered out of line with the official interpretation of the brand are
corrected by ‘senior’ and more experienced members. Other ‘senior’ members are known to
denigrate members who are thought of as opportunistic and who are using the brand for what
is considered the ‘wrong’ reasons (such as the Yuppie Saab owners).
As a consequence of their actions, the committed and socially engaged members are
described as influencing (intentionally or unintentionally) the way other members think about
the brand and about topics considered relevant to the brand and the consumption activity. For
example, several studies report how members to a great extent make use of other members’
advice and experience in their own evaluation and understanding of the brand and the
consumption experience38 (Kozinets, 1997; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; McAlexander et al., 2002;
Broderick et al. 2003).
In sum, from a social and cultural capital perspective, the adherents and participants represent
the members with the highest status in the community. From a social influence perspective, the
adherents and participants share similarities with opinion leaders who provide credible and
(compared to the firm) neutral information of great interest and importance to other members
of the community (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; Arnould et al., 2004). Less involved members rely,
in other words, on the skills and knowledge provided by the more involved members, and given
their involvement, these members therefore greatly influence the community’s culture, the social
environment and ‘climate’, the quality and range of resources available to members, and the way
social and cultural capital is defined and distributed.
38

This observation fits well with what is generally known with regard to social influence, where people’s influence
on one another is found to increase in cases where, for example, information and knowledge about the particular
‘thing’ of common interest is low, is considered of relevance to the larger community, and where the product, or
experience is of such a nature that members rely on the experience of reference groups when making their own
evaluations of product performance and relevance (also referred to as surrogate experience, Arnould et al.,
2004:614).
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The Imaginary Membership Sphere
The counterpart to the committed and socially engaged member types is represented by
consumers who imagine being part of a community of like-minded others, but who have no
contact with the community, and make no use of the community’s resources. None of the
typologies make explicit reference to this member type. However, as brand community is
described as being largely imagined communities where ‘Members feel part of a large, unmet,
but easily defined community’ (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001:419), I have chosen to give space to this
member type. Nevertheless, because of their profile, they are placed ‘outside’ the brand
community in Figure 3.3.

The Practioner’s and Symphatizer’s Sphere
The members who belong to this sphere represent approximately two out of three members
(de Valck et al., 2005). These members prefer to have a ‘lurking’ and use-oriented, rather than a
socially participatory approach to their community membership. While some of these members
contribute to the community’s content, most of them do not make their presence known to
the larger community, and although de Valck et al.’s study identifies the informationalists as
culinary experts relative to other members, little is known about these member types. This
relatively large group of members consequently remain ‘below the surface’, and compared to
the committed and socially engaged member types, the use-oriented and less socially involved
members receive the least attention in the literature.
In regard to the internal status of these members, from Jensen Schau & Muniz’s (2002)
studies we know that simply appreciating the brand represents the lowest form of involvement
and also carries the least amount of status. Practitioners’ and sympathizers’ use-oriented and
generally non-participatory approach compared to the committed and socially engaged
members means that they are excluded from many of the activities which socially engage and
enhance other members’ status within the community. Consequently, we may expect
practitioners’ and sympathizers’ status and influence within the community to be relatively low.
However, as Kozinets (1999) and Schouten & McAlexander (1995) observe, often the less
committed and less socially engaged members undergo changes, gradually becoming more
involved and thus enhancing their status within the community. Concretely, Kozinets finds that
many members start out as ‘lurkers’ who search mainly for information. As these consumers
become more sophisticated users, some begin to question the viewpoints or suggestions made
by the more active members, motivating them to take part in the discussions. When they
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become involved, Kozinets finds, the non-integrated consumers begin to learn and adopt the
norms, the social statuses, and the specialized language of the community. Gradually, their
involvement transforms from being instrumental and focused on retrieval of information to
being socially oriented and autotelic.
The process whereby consumers go though different phases, progressively becoming more
involved in the community’s social life is, as mentioned, also observed and described by
Schouten & McAlexander (1995). They describe how many ‘wannabes’ started out by simply
admiring the ethos of the Harley-Davidson motorbike and the community. After acquiring a
Harley-Davidson motorbike and experimenting with the biker lifestyle, some members are
known to gradually identify with, conform to, and internalize the Harley ethos over time.
Mastering the brand, some members go on to develop individual styles that deviate from the
stereotypical ‘biker look’. Mostly, however, Schouten & McAlexander find that the members
who have gained a high status within the community defend the established styles and look
associated with being a biker.
Discussion
What implications has this section highlighted of relevance to the further empirical study of
brand community membership and innovations that are performed by members?
First of all, the review shows that not all members translate their affiliation with the brand into
social relationships with other members. Instead, social relationships among members differ with
regard to social involvement and the use of the community’s resources.
Returning to the reasons why people form communities discussed at the onset of this
chapter, the review suggests that members use their membership for all sorts of purposes.
Some come mainly for the social relations, some come for the resources provided by the
community, and some are simply curious and want to ‘take a look around’. Finally, some
members are ‘active loyalists’ and come for everything offered by the brand community. Brand
communities thus comprise all sorts of member types and social relationships. Consequently,
the review suggests thinking of members as sharing a common interest in a brand, but being
characterized by individual drives, backgrounds and beliefs which are shared by some, but not all
members. In any case, the point to be made here is that neither the notion of ‘active loyalists’
nor the idea that members think of their membership as being neither important nor trivial,
provides accurate or exhaustive descriptions of members and the social relationships they share.
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This point is also voiced by Jensen Schau & Muniz: ‘Consumers demonstrate varying levels of
commitment to: the brand, their own identity as users of the brand, the brand community, their
identity as members of the brand community, and their involvement in other online and offline
communities’ (2002:348).
The review further indicates that member types and social relationships are considered
dynamic in the sense that they change and evolve over time. For example, the wish to be part
of the discussions and influence the knowledge and meanings held by other members is found
to have a motivational effect on the less involved consumers to become socially engaged.
However, whether the community at large also go through stages of changes, and what
motivates such changes is not described in the literature.
Returning to the question of the implications this section has highlighted of relevance to the
further empirical study, a social constructionist perspective suggests taking a broad-based
approach that pays attention to the historical, social, and cultural aspects of the phenomenon
being studied. Under the social constructionist perspective, thus, the study of how and via what
symbols members socially interact, how these interactions influence and change members’
meanings and behaviour, and what ‘mechanisms’ work to ‘glue’ members together socially into a
collective and cooperative as well as dynamic and changing whole, should be prioritized
compared to e.g. the exact identification of member types and forms of social relationships.
In regard to where and in what contexts brand communities exist, the review furthermore
suggests that although many studies of brand community have mainly taken place in an online
context, it should be recognized that brand communities exist in different locations, some online
and others offline. Consequently, the study of brand community innovation should consider the
phenomenon from this multi-location perspective and not restrict data collection to e.g. online
environments alone. In this connection, the adoption of the notion of contextualized identities
may be proposed as a way of breaking through the online/offline dichotomy and instead taking a
broader position in the study of brand community.
So far the literature review has focused on various perspectives regarding brand community.
The chapter now turns to the last theme, which regards the topic of user innovation.
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On User Innovation
Before I turn to the innovation literature, first, some comments regarding the literature I have
reviewed. In this section, I focus solely on the part of the innovation literature which regards

private users, in this case consumers. I realize that other perspectives place emphasis on, for
example, industrial and professional users as innovators of industrial products, services, methods
etc. (see, for example, von Hippel’s, 1988, studies of advanced scientific instrument innovations,
and Morrison, Roberts & von Hippel’s, 2000, study of library users’ modifications of the OPAC
information search system). With these authors’ concern for information ‘stickiness’ (the idea
that information can be costly and difficult to acquire, transfer, and move from the domain
where it is created, i.e. the user domain, to other domains such as the manufacturer domain,
von Hippel, 1994) combined with the understanding of users as people who possess a more
accurate and detailed understanding of their needs, the study of industrial and professional
innovators provides many insightful perspectives. However, given the scope of this dissertation,
the private user, and his or her innovations within the consumer products area, remained the
focus of this section.
As mentioned in Chapter 1, in regard to the term innovation, I think of innovations as: 1)

Improvements of existing processes, services, products and/or methods, also referred to as
incremental innovations, or continuous innovations as they require minor changes in user
behavior, and 2) First-of-type innovations, that is, novel and new to the world innovations
defined by a high degree of innovativeness that opens up new markets and product categories,
and which are also known as radical and discontinuous innovations, entailing major changes in
user behavior (von Hippel, 1988; Darsø, 2001; Arnould et al., 2004; Rosenø, 2005).

Users as innovators
Within the literature that broadly focuses on the origins of innovation, it has long been
recognized that firms rely on outside sources (such as consumers) to provide knowledge of
relevance to product and service innovations and improvement (Lüthje, 2004; Jeppesen, 2004).
In general, studies have shown that product development is most likely to be successful (i.e. in
regard to firm performance) when inspired and informed by market learning (Rosenø, 2005).
Similar to the co-creation approach to firms’ value creation, where firms and consumers are
described as ‘melting together’ at one and the same domain with the aim of creating products,
services, and experiences of relevance to the consumer market and other consumer interest
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spheres (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004) and the ‘customer value-focused market learning

technique’, where firms use applied ethnography for new product development (Rosenø, 2005),
the users as innovators perspective clearly acknowledges users as potential and competent
innovators. However, whereas the co-creation approach focuses on the firm and consumers as
‘melting together’ in joint development processes, and the ‘customer value-focused market
learning techniques’ observe users to see what they do with the aim of identifying where
potential product improvements or developments could be made, the users as innovators
literature focuses on the innovations that users themselves perform at their domain, and which
are produced independently of firm involvement. To avoid confusing the different perspectives,
which all involve the consumer, it is important to recognize this distinction. However, one thing
the above perspectives have in common is that they represent newer and mainly empirically
driven fields which have just begun to be developed.
To exemplify users’ innovations, I begin this section by describing some of the innovations
users have been known to perform. I then describe some of the main themes in the user
innovation literature concerning users’ motivations to innovate, the communities they form, the
benefits users derive from their membership of these communities, and what characterizes
these users as innovators. Finally, I discuss the role innovations potentially play in members’
construction of brand community.
What Users Innovate: Examples of User Innovations Within the Consumer Products Area
Within the consumer product area, users are known to have performed innovations in diverse
categories, such as food and beverages, office supplies, beauty products, personal hydration
systems, extreme sports equipment, and outdoor products (von Hippel, 2005; Lettl, 2006). As
regards more systematic descriptions and evidence of whether users represent a significant
source of innovation, this knowledge has, as noted, just begun to be developed. I find that to
date the best documented areas concern sports equipment and software products and services.
In the following, I briefly describe some of the innovations users active within these categories
have performed. More references to the studies introduced here will be given later in this
section.

Sports Equipment
An example of an early user innovation is provided by von Hippel (2001), who describes how
high-performance windsurfers back in the 70s jointly developed a foot strap that was attached
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to the surfboards. The strap allowed surfers to make controlled jumps in the air and thus solved
the problem surfers experienced of flying off the board and getting hurt in the fall. von Hippel’
furthermore describes how users broadly benefit from their own innovations and from those
that are freely revealed and shared among surfers, and also how firms are able to ‘pick up’,
manufacture and distribute innovations performed by users39.
In another study, Franke & Shah (2003) examine sports enthusiasts engaged in four different
types of sports: Sailplaning, canyoning, snowboarding (boardercross), and handicapped cycling.
Their survey study reveals that one out of three enthusiasts (32.1%) has innovated. The
following examples demonstrate some of the innovations users state that they have developed:
Emergency systems that allow the sailplaning pilot to exit the cockpit via a rocket, brake systems
for arm-amputated handicapped cyclists, and improved snowboard boots and bindings. Some
innovations, like the cockpit idea, were first-of-type and represented very complex and
technologically advanced innovations. Other user innovations may be categorized as
improvement innovations, such as improvements to existing snowboard boots and bindings etc.
Among other things, Franke & Shah’s study show that innovators often work closely together
and receive quality innovation-related assistance and advice from other users who also practice
the sport.
In another survey study, Lüthje (2004) investigates the innovation activities and characteristics
of users of outdoor sports related consumer goods (climbing/mountaineering, hiking, crosscountry skiing and mountain-biking). As in Franke & Shah’s study, one out of three respondents
(37.1%) is identified as having performed innovations. Among others, Lüthje identifies the
following types of innovations performed by users: The addition of small mirrors to helmets,
ventilation systems to cool the back when wearing a backpack, brake designs for mountain
bikes, boots for walking in wet conditions etc. Like Franke & Shah, Lüthje identify both
improvement and first-of-type innovations among users’ innovations. In this connection, Lüthje
finds that two out of three innovations represent ‘small improvements of existing products’
(Lüthje, 2004:688).
Füller et al. (2005) study innovation activities in five online user communities centered on
basketball, more specifically basketball shoes. One of these communities, Niketalk has clear
preferences toward Nike-branded footwear. The remaining four are not centered on a specific
39

The innovation laid the foundation for high-performance windsurfing, and it took the sport to a new level both in
terms of performance and number of practitioners. By the end of the 90s, manufactures had incorporated the foot
strap into their products, and the sport had grown to more than one million practitioners. Innovations made by a
few pioneers within the sport had, in other words, great impact on the development of the sport as a whole.
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brand. Füller et al. describe the processes by which innovations emerge, and they identify and
evaluate the quality of users’ innovations (via the involvement of experts in the field of
basketball equipment). They find that users typically translate their new basketball shoe designs
and shoe features into virtual prototypes which are shared among members in the community.
Regarding shoe features, Füller et al. identify 24 different components and attributes of a shoe
being innovated, including cushioning, lacing, and ventilation. Like Franke & Shah and Lüthje,
Füller et al. find that users’ innovations exist on a continuum from small improvements to firstof-type innovations. In contrast to the Franke & Shah and Lüthje’s studies, which identify every
third users as an innovator, Füller et al. find that only a small group of people can be
characterized as highly creative and motivated, and in possession of sufficient domain skills (such
as being able to use 2D or 3D computer graphics software) to develop new designs (Füller et
al., 2005).

Software Products and Services
Moon & Sproull’s (2001) study includes four mini-cases of different user communities: Lugnet
(LEGO Users Group Network), the Microsoft MVP program (Most Valuable Professional
program, a volunteer technical support program originally run by Microsoft, but taken over by
600 users after Microsoft closed down the support program), the Java Developer Connection
(JDC, an online forum used by Java software developers when detecting and fixing bugs and
when developing the software), and the Age of Kings Heaven site (for enthusiasts of the Age of
Empires software game, where users share ideas about the game and await a new release of
the game).
In regard to Moon & Sproull’s explorations of the Lugnet community, which is also
empirically inquired in the chapters to come, they point to how word-of-mouth among brand
community members, rather than expensive marketing efforts, helped boost the sales of a new
LEGO train set. Taking a broader perspective on the identification of the type of innovations
users performed, Moon & Sproull make the following general observations: Because of the
broader pool of skills in regard to users’ knowledge of software applications, users who belong
to user communities are found to provide online technical support for one another but also to
detect bugs and propose ways of fixing them fast, thus improving product performance. In the
case of software games, users’ ideas for new games are found to provide input for firm
development.
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The Apache open-source software represents another example of a user innovation. The
source code was originally developed in the beginning of the 90s by a software designer who
freely revealed and shared his code on the Internet so that other users could add modifications
and develop the software further (von Hippel, 2001). Later, a group of programmers took over
the devolvement, and by 1995 the Apache Web server software was released on the Internet.
The Apache case demonstrates how users collectively engage in the development of an
innovation which provides benefits not only for the small number of users who perform the
innovation, but also for larger groups of users. Thus, the Apache software quickly became (and
continues to be) the most popular web server software.
Finally, Jeppesen & Frederiksen’s (2006) study of the firm Propellerhead, which produces
software musical instruments, investigates why users contribute to firm hosted user
communities and the kinds of innovations users perform. Among other things, their study
showed that users create their own modifications to the original product, which enable them to
produce and record their own sounds, sound effects, and sound organizing elements.
Interestingly enough, the users who perform the most innovations are the hobbyists and not the
professional users (who live off their music). To innovators, firm recognition is furthermore
described as playing a central role in their motivation to innovate. These findings are addressed
later in this section.
The examples described here provide evidence of users as innovators. Each in their own way,
the studies demonstrate how user innovations provide solutions to users’ needs, but also how
the innnovating process in itself entails exciting experiences for the users. Moreover, the studies
show how users’ innovations in many cases exist on a continuum from small improvement
innovations to first-of-type innovations, which users either perform individually, such as the
designers and the outdoor sports innovators, or, as in the case of Apace open source software
and the high-performance windsurfers, the innovations are the result of collective development
processes. In both cases, however, peer-to-peer support in the form of input, feedback and
recognition is described as assisting users in their innovation processes.
Judging from the examples, users innovate in fields where they possess some sort of domain
skills. In principle, there are therefore no predefined limits to the areas where users can be
expected to innovate. Nevertheless, comparing information products (such as the Apache
open-source software) with physical products (such as sports products), von Hippel (2001)
finds that whereas information products, due to their intangible nature, can be produced and
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distributed both within and outside the community by users themselves, physical products, while
being developed by users (as in the case of the high-performance windsurfers’ foot strap),
typically require manufacturers to produce and distribute the products.
General observations furthermore show that innovators (compared to non-innovators) spend
more time with other users. Innovators are more involved in the product category and the use
of the product, and they have been using the product over a longer period of time (Franke &
Shah, 2003; Lüthje, 2004). Moreover, survey data show that innovators have a more intensive
information search behavior (Lüthje, 2004). In addition, innovators are often found to possess
lead user characteristics (von Hippel, 1988; Franke & Shah, 2003; Jeppesen, 2004; Jeppesen &
Frederiksen, 2006). Lead users are known by the following characteristics: 1) They face needs
much earlier than the majority of consumers, and, with reference to diffusion theory, their needs
later become general in the marketplace, and 2) They expect to benefit (financially and
personally) from the innovations they produce (von Hippel, 1988). Lead users thus foreshadow
needs well before the majority of the market, and they expect to benefit from their innovations.
The fact that innovators are often found to possess lead user characteristics therefore strongly
suggests that the innovations produced by these users represent commercial and use-related
value to both firms and other consumers40.
Having provided examples of user innovations, I now turn to the question of what is known
about the ‘things’ that motivate users to innovate.
Why Users Innovate
As long as there are users (private as well as industrial) who have needs that cannot be fulfilled
by existing product or service solutions, users will be inclined to innovate given that: 1) They
have the resources they need to perform the innovation, and 2) The benefits of innovating
exceed the costs that are associated with producing the innovation (von Hippel, 1988, 2001).
Put differently, users are found to innovate first and foremost because they have a need for a
given ‘thing’ which is not offered on the market, or anyplace else. Moreover, users innovate
because they have the competencies, money, equipment etc. needed to perform the
40

In this connection, it should be mentioned that the existence of lead users within a given user community cannot
be established a priori but needs empirical investigation that can establish whether innovators do in fact possess
lead user characteristics. Thus, simply because studies have shown that innovators often posses lead user
characteristics, it cannot be concluded that all innovating users therefore posses lead user characteristics.
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innovation, and because they expect that the outcome, or benefit of the innovation will exceed
the investments being made when producing the innovation.
Also, studies have shown that users innovate because their innovations improve their
consumption situation (Lüthe, 2004). For example, Lüthje finds that innovating sports
enthusiasts are strongly motivated by the expectation that they will be able to execute their
sports more effectively. Innovations performed by users (both the ones that improve product
and process performance, as well as radically new first-of-type innovations) are therefore often
the result of an experienced gap between users’ needs and wants (e.g. to execute their sports
most effectively), and the performance of existing products, which is perceived to be
dissatisfying. Innovations by users, Lüthje observes, thus occur because users, in order to raise
their performance see a need for improving existing products and/or developing entirely new
products.
Firm recognition has also been found to positively influence innovators’ motivations to
innovate (Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006). Thus, some innovators consider firm-hosted
communities attractive because they offer users an opportunity to reveal their innovations in a
context where it is likely that the innovations will be recognized and possibly ‘picked up’ by the
firm. Similarly, in their study of basketball user communities, Füller et al. (2005) find that users’
motivations to innovate are closely coupled with career concerns. Thus, Füller et al. identify a
small group of highly competent and innovative basketball shoe enthusiasts known as the

designers among members of the community. The designers furthermore have in common the
fact that they very much want to be employed by one of the major sports brands. Revealing
their innovations in sports related user communities, the designers, like the Propellerhead
innovators, thus hope to be discovered by these firms. According to anecdotes, one designer
had indeed been discovered by Reebok and had been asked to give input on how the firm
could improve their basketball equipment (Füller et al. 2005:15).
In addition to career concerns, revealing their designs allows innovators to be admired for
their skills and knowledge by the less experiences users of the community. Thus, besides firm
recognition, peer recognition is also found to play a motivational role for innovators. In this
connection, Füller et al. observe that the designers are often not motivated by a concrete or felt
need. Rather, they tend to be ‘excitement driven’, that is, they derive satisfaction from a
combination of the enjoyment of the innovation process in itself, the desire to improve skills,
and the experience of being recognized by peers and firms. The recurring design and innovation
competition some users organize for the user community, known as the Designer Roll Calls,
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which broadly engages users, even less skilled innovators, provides an example of how users
engage in innovation processes with the sole purpose of having fun and being challenged (Füller
et al., 2004:15). The intrinsic motivation perspective, which points to the innovation process
representing a reward in itself, is widely supported in the user innovation literature (von Hippel,
2001; Moon & Sproull, 2001; Franke & Shah, 2003, and Jeppesen, 2004). Hence, it is generally
argued that the phenomenon of innovating users should be understood mainly from an intrinsic
motivation perspective rather than a pure market perspective, which emphasizes monetary
rewards as the key to human motivation (Franke & Shah, 2003, Lüthje, 2004).
In sum, users are found to innovate for a number of reasons. The review suggests that users
innovate because they experience a need for a new functionality or feature, or because they are
dissatisfied with an existing product which cannot be solved unless users take it upon
themselves to either improve or develop a first-of-type innovation. In this connection, users
innovate because the ‘price’ of innovating is considered fair compared to the ’price’ of having to
live without the innovation. The ‘excitement’ and intrinsic motivation perspectives further point
to the observation that users also innovate because they want to develop skills and because
they think of the innovation process in itself as fun and engaging. Some innovators even see an
opportunity to promote career concerns. To these and other innovators, both firms’ and other
users’ recognition play a central and motivating role. As we will see in the following, belonging
to user communities offers users access to a number of different resources which further
support and motivate innovators to innovate.
Innovating User Communities
von Hippel (2005:96) defines user communities, also referred to as innovation communities, as:
‘meaning nodes consisting of individuals or firms interconnected by information transfer links
which may involve face-to-face, electronic, or other communication.’ von Hippel points out that
user communities often, but not always, incorporate dimensions of community, i.e. networks of
personal ties, sense of belonging, and social identity. Compared to the brand community
literature which addresses the social and cultural ‘mechanisms’ that work to socially integrate
members, users’ exchange and revealing of information, ideas, and assistance of relevance for
the particular ‘thing’ the community is centered on, remain central to user innovation scholars’
understanding of user communities.
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Fundamentally, user communities are described as giving access to resources of importance to
users in general and innovating users in particular. For example, Franke & Shah (2003) show
how users offer one another assistance and advice when developing innovations. Also, in cases
where users are not able to give assistance and advice, users are found to help one another
with links to other more experienced and knowledgeable users both within and outside the
community (Franke & Shah, 2003). In this connection, it is noticed that users often relied more
on information provided by other users who belong to the community compared to the
‘professional sources’, like retail and magazines (Lüthje, 2004). Users’ skills and knowledge, in
other words, are highly valued by other users and play a central role in explaining why users are
attracted to user communities (Füller et al., 2005). Not only do users have a better and more
detailed understanding of what they as users want (von Hippel, 2001), they are also often found
to compensate for services and assistance not provided by firms (von Hippel, 1988; Moon &
Sproull, 2001; Lüthje, 2004; Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006). Consequently, innovations are in
many cases found to often be the result of a joint community effort where users freely give and
receive advice and assistance of importance to performing a given innovation (Hippel, 2001;
Franke & Shah, 2003; Füller et al. 2005). Similar to the aforementioned argument of why and
when users innovate (von Hippel, 1998, 2001), users are found to engage in free revealing of
ideas and information when the benefits of doing so outweigh the costs associated with
revealing (e.g. the cost of losing proprietary intellectual property).
The motivation to reveal and share ideas and information and to offer assistance to other
members is further described as being reinforced by social norms that influenced users to
believe that assisting others in their development processes is the right thing to do (Franke &
Shah, 2003). The sharing practice is, however, found to take place less often in user
communities that are characterized by a competitive setting (which is the case of e.g. the
bordercrossing and handicapped cycling communities, as well as communities attracting
performance oriented professionals, Franke & Shah, 2003). Furthermore, sharing practices occur
at a lower rate compared to settings that are less competitive. Competitive communities foster
in other words a less innovation friendly environment.
Because of the sharing practice, user communities are described as functioning like ‘research
laboratories’, where users can test and provide solutions as to how existing product flaws can
be improved or fixed (von Hippel, 2001; Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006). For example, when
users of the Propellerhead products find and report product flaws back to the firm it allows
Propellerhead to identify and make product corrections fast to the mutual benefit of both the
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firm and its consumers (Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006). Thus, users benefit greatly from other
users’ ‘product testing’, and users’ high quality assistance and advice therefore often prevent
dissatisfaction with the firm and the products to spread within the community (Moon & Sproull,
2001). As mentioned earlier, users are sometimes connected with skills and knowledge which
exist ‘outside’ the community. These connections further extend the users’ network and raise
the probability that users will find qualified assistance and advice in cases where the community
is unable to provide them with such. It may be suggested that these network connections also
prevent the spread of dissatisfaction.
In sum, user communities are described as giving users access to important information, advice,
and assistance that is oftentimes not provided by firms or other organizations. Moreover, users
are found to extend one another’s networks by facilitating contact to resources ‘outside’ the
community. From the perspective of the individual user, user communities thus enable users to
improve and expand product functionality and usage via the inputs they receive from other
users. Consequently, compared to the innovator who innovates alone, belonging to user
communities is described as offering a host of benefits.
I now turn to describing some of the perspectives which have been discussed in regard to how
innovating users and user communities potentially influence firms’ value creation.
User Innovations and Firms’ Value Creation
The involvement of users in firms’ innovation processes is generally described as leading to a
number of benefits for the firm. For example, studies show that since innovations are
performed in the users’ domain, and since users possess the most accurate and detailed
understanding of their needs (von Hippel, 2001), by adopting or involving users in their
development processes, firms can potentially avoid or reduce the costs that are otherwise
associated with, for example, market research, ‘in-house’ innovation, and product and
functionality tests of various kinds (von Hippel, 2001; Thomke & von Hippel, 2002). By involving
users in firms’ innovation processes, e.g. using user communities as ‘research laboratories’, or by
‘picking up’ the innovations performed by users, firms can furthermore expect to shorten the
time it takes to develop new products (von Hippel, 2001).
Via the involvement and adaptation of users’ innovations, it is furthermore suggested that
firms can become better at satisfying consumers’ needs. In the user innovation literature,
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knowledge about consumers’ needs is described as often being tacit, that is, difficult for
consumers to articulate and precisely describe (Thomke & von Hippel, 2002). Therefore,
information of importance to firms’ development of products and services has been
characterized as being ‘sticky’ in the sense that information about users’ needs ‘sticks’ to the user
(von Hippel, 1994). Consequently, via the involvement and/or adaptation of users’ innovations,
firms can potentially solve the problem of information ‘stickiness’. Put differently, the needs
which are otherwise difficult for consumers to articulate precisely are ‘encapsulated’ by the
innovation. In sum, not only can firms ‘pick up’ innovations from users, the innovations users
perform can (given that the innovative users possess lead user characteristics) also be expected
to yield greater satisfaction and use value to a broader majority of consumers.
In regard to the quality of user innovations, the review suggests that innovative users tend to
draw on their professional competencies and background, thus indicating a high level of quality
in the innovations performed by users (von Hippel, 2001; Moon & Sproull, 2001; Lüthje, 2004).
For example, Lüthje (2004) observes that two out of three innovators transfer their professional
know-how when solving technical problems which related to their sports. Also, interviews with
Propellerhead innovators show that hobbyists, many of whom have IT-related skills, are the
ones who actually contribute with new and different sounds and music. Thus, whereas
professionals may at first seem to be better skilled and more motivated to develop new sounds
and music, compared to hobbyists, professionals lack important technological skills and are
furthermore described as being too busy to perform innovations.
A quasi-experimental study aimed at testing professional innovators’ ideas against ordinary and
advanced users’ ideas41 adds nuances to the finding of the way users’ employ their professional
competencies and background. In the experiment, participants were equipped with GSM mobile
phones and asked to come up with new ideas for value-adding mobile phone services which
‘should provide benefits and function in their own specific environment of use’ (Kristensson,
2004:7). The innovations that the different types of users came up with were evaluated by a
panel of experts who represented a technology, a consumer, a telecom, and a marketing
perspective.

Professional users represented by service developers at the Swedish telephone operator Telia Mobile), advanced
users (comprised of technological and computer trained users who possess advanced knowledge of mobile phone
technology and of computer programming and who are able create their own mobile service), and ordinary users
(who are not able to program a new mobile phone service).

41
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The study produced three main findings: Firstly, it is shown that ordinary users produced
significantly more original service ideas compared to both advanced and professional users.
Secondly, ordinary users’ innovations are evaluated as being significantly more valuable (for the
firm) compared to the ideas proposed by the advanced and professional users. Thirdly, the
ideas of both advanced and professional users are found to be significantly more feasible than
ordinary users’ ideas. Thus, whereas ordinary users are found to produce more original and
valuable ideas, because they lack awareness of how mobile technology operates, they fail to
provide ideas that are perceived to be feasible.
Kristensson et al. (2004) suggest that the reason why ordinary users perform better in terms
of originality and perceived value relates to the fact that they lack technical skills and insights.
Lacking these skills, ordinary users are not creatively limited by the knowledge of what can be
done and what cannot be done in the same way as the technologically more advanced users.
The ordinary users are therefore able to generate divergent (albeit less feasible) ideas that
integrate technology with their personal needs as mobile users.
Relating back to the observation that users are inclined to draw on their professional
competencies and background, Kristensson et al.’s study finds that users who are not ‘burdened’
by technology and skill related insights instead make use of ‘untraditional’ and experience based
know-how which, in the specific case of mobile services, enables them to imagine more original
and valuable - but less feasible - ideas. Consequently, it can be argued that whether or not the
transferral of users’ professional competencies and background benefits the innovation
performed varies with the context and the nature and type of product or service.
Finally, another study finds that users and user communities also create value for firms by
recommending products and services to one another. As previously mentioned, users’
testimonials are often considered more credible than corporate statements. Consequently,
product and other type of testimonials that are communicated among users are described as
providing reputation and image related benefits to firms.
In sum, the review shows that users organized in user communities have been able to perform
innovations previously performed by manufacturers only. User innovations create benefits for
the innovators themselves, and in many cases the innovations are also relevant for a broader
range of consumers outside the community (this is especially true in cases where the innovation
has been performed by a lead user). The review further suggests that users posses important
tacit and ‘sticky’ information about their needs. Adopting user innovations and approaching user
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communities as ‘research laboratories’, firms can potentially, at one and the same time, both
minimize the ‘price’ of transferring information to their domain and increase the likelihood that
the developed products and services will match consumers’ needs.
Discussion
What implications has this section highlighted of relevance to the further empirical study of
brand community membership and innovations performed by members?
Clearly, the concepts of user community and brand community share many similarities. For
example, both concepts identify and describe the phenomenon of consumers/users who form
communities (virtually or face-to-face) around a shared interest (be it a brand, a hobby, an
activity etc.). Moreover, both concepts describe how access to communities of like-minded
others yields certain benefits such as access to and exchange of information, peer-to-peer
assistance and advice, extension of personal networks, and a sense of belonging to a group of
people who share the same interests and world views.
In brief, both user communities and brand communities are described as providing a host of
benefits which are otherwise not available to the individual user or consumer. From an
experience economy perspective, which contends that the creation of consumer experiences
which engage consumers in memorable ways represents a new economic foundation for firms
(Pine & Gilmore, 1999; Lund et al., 2005), it can furthermore be argued that both brand
communities and user communities invite consumers to experience the brand in a much more
engaging, interactive, and interpersonal way than, for example, traditional mass media and
marketing related programs allow for. However, differences between the two concepts also
exist.
Thus, as we have seen, the brand community literature generally focuses on topics such as
the way consumers interact socially, how they create, share, and negotiate brand meaning, the
rituals and traditions that exist in the community, and how social interactions among members
affect, for example, perceptions of the brand and brand loyalty. User innovation literature, on
the other hand, is, as mentioned in the Chapter 1, mainly concerned with identifying the types
of innovations users perform, their motives for innovating, how other users contribute to the
innovation processes, and whether users’ innovations are ‘picked up’ by other users and firms.
Consequently, and of relevance to the question of the implications of the further empirical
study, the question of how innovation processes are related to perceptions of the brand and
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the way brand community membership influences members’ innovation processes has not been
explored in the brand community or the user community literature.
Below, I have further outlined some of the perspectives and implications which I consider
relevant to investigate further. Firstly, although the user innovation literature has not described
the existence of status hierarchies among users, the review suggests that users appreciate being
recognized by other members of the community. For example, the innovators known as the
designers achieved a star-like status within the community of basketball enthusiasts (Füller et al.,
2004). The review indicates that the characteristics which determined whether an innovation
can be classified as ‘good’ have to do with, for example, the newness of the innovation, the skills
involved in performing the innovation, and how well the innovation can be expected to perform
as a real product (Füller et al., 2005). Hence, from a symbolic interactionist perspective, it can
be suggested that designers’ innovations symbolize ingenuity, skills, and excellence, and that
these characteristics confer status on the innovator in so far as the innovator is recognized by
other members. In this light, users’ innovations seemingly carry symbolic value, which can
potentially raise the user’s status in the community. A relevant topic to further inquire is thus
whether it can be shown that innovations carry symbolic value. And how innovations are linked
to status in the community?
Furthermore, when innovation processes are part of e.g. design and innovation competitions
(Füller et al., 2004), they may also be thought of as recurring ‘scripted interactions’ (Muniz &
O’Guinn, 2001:422) that broadly engage users around a common and well defined task. In
other words, Füller et al.’s study suggests that innovation competitions with their clear tasks,
such as ‘design a basketball shoe for the year 2050’, provide a frame that inspires users to
innovate. In this connection we may ask: What role do the brand and members’ perceptions of
the brand potentially play in providing such a framework, which can inspire innovation?
Finally, the review suggests that we may see innovation processes as representing a kind of
consumer agency (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). For example, it is shown how belonging to user
communities enables users to compensate for various types of ‘things’, information, and services
not provided by firms. Combined with the finding that users rely more on information provided
by other users, it can thus be suggested that user communities can be thought of as acts of selfempowerment where users themselves create, maintain and develop the resources they need
for the ‘thing’ they are involved with to perform best. From the perspective of selfempowerment we may ask: In studying the AFOL brand community, what can we learn about
the ways members exchange and share ‘things’, information, and services that are not provided
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by the firm? And how does this exchange and sharing among members influence their
innovation processes?
Before I turn to the empirical and analytical study, I outline the conceptual framework which has
guided the study.
Conceptual Framework
Central to the conceptual framework are the methodological position which has been chosen
and the research questions which are being asked (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). As mentioned in
Chapter 2, this study takes a social constructionist perspective on the questions I address in this
dissertation. Clearly the research questions, which are mentioned in Chapter 1, call for empirical
exploration, but how, and based in what theoretical perspectives? Put differently, given the fact
that both the brand community and the user innovation fields represent emerging theoretical
fields, but make no reference to each other in the respective literature, how can I use the
theories so that they provide a useful conceptual framework that can guide both the empirical
as well as the analytical and conceptual investigations and discussions?
As shown in figure 3.4, based in the literature review, I have identified a number of
theoretical concepts that, given the research questions and the methodological position, I
consider to be central to the further investigation and analysis of the AFOL community.
To come to an understanding of the way the AFOL community was formed and has
developed, and how membership in the AFOL community influences AFOLs as innovators, it is
necessary to empirically examine the AFOL community as a brand community. In addition to
the more concrete descriptions of how the community was formed and developed over time,
in particular, I find that the consciousness of kind AFOLs’ experience, their morals, rituals and
traditions - what Muniz & O’Guinn (2001) refer to as markers of community - are relevant to
illuminate. However, and in keeping with the social constructionist perspective, we must also
understand the way members form meanings of the brand they are involved in and the role the
brand plays in organizing members, both in concrete and more abstract terms. For this purpose,
I find that examination of the AFOL community as an interpretive community and of how
perceptions of the brand help maintain a recognizable and identifiable ‘we’ provide useful
perspectives. Finally, the focus on AFOLs as innovators draws attention to the extent to which
AFOLs innovate, what they innovate, and the way they undertake their innovation processes.
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Moreover, topics which were addressed in the review of user innovation literature pointed to
innovators’ needs, how they are recognized for their innovations, and the way the community
functions as a ‘research laboratory’ as key to the understanding of why and how users innovate.
Figure 3.4
Conceptual framework

In the next chapter I will present and discuss the research design, the research methods, and
how I analyzed the empirical data. Chapter 5, 6, and 7 represent the empirical chapters which
are dedicated to the exploration of the topics mentioned in Figure 3.4 in different ways. In
Chapter 8, the conceptual framework provides the foundation for the conceptual and analytical
discussions of the empirical findings as they emerged in the empirical chapters.
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4. STUDYING THE AFOL BRAND COMMUNITY
On the basis of the research questions, and building on Chapters 2 and 3, this chapter outlines
the research design, the specific research methods employed in the study, and how empirical
materials of different kinds were analyzed throughout the different chapters. Finally, limitations
of this study will be discussed.
Studying the AFOL Community
With its focus on ‘how’ and ‘what, the research questions posed in this dissertation clearly
represents empirical questions that calls for empirical exploration (Yin, 1994). Studying a social
phenomenon such as the AFOL community represents a complex challenge insofar as the
AFOL community, like any other social phenomenon, changes and evolves over time. Thus, as
will be further described in Chapter 5, over time, AFOLs come and go, new organizations are
formed while others cease to exist; new ideas about ‘the things that are worth fighting for’
emerge, whereas other ideas that used to be considered important no longer are. In sum,
studying the AFOL community fundamentally entails taking a context-dependent as well as reallife approach.
Compared to, for example, the scientific experiment, the case study is considered useful
particularly in situations where contextual conditions and the desire to understand complex
real-life phenomenon are in focus (Yin, 1994). The case study does not regard methodological
choice, but rather the choice of object to be studied (Stake, 1994:236); as Stake puts it: ‘A case
study is both the process of learning about the case and the product of our learning’
(1994:237). From this perspective, it can also be suggested that the case study represents a
‘form of reporting’ (Wolcott, 2001:91). At any rate, the case study defines a particular way of
learning about a given social phenomenon through the investigation of the phenomenon as an
integrated system which consists of relatively few units of analysis and a relatively high number
of variables (Stake, 1994; Yin, 1994; Andersen, 1997).
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Case Study Forms
Depending on the purpose, case studies can take three different forms: 1) The intrinsic case
study, 2) The instrumental case study, and 3) The collective case study (Stake, 1994:237-8). The

intrinsic case study is typically selected in situations where the particular case is of intrinsic
interest. Thus, the case is not chosen because it is believed to represent other cases. The case is
chosen solely because the researcher wants to understand the particular case in itself; hence,
the emphasis is on the intrinsic. For example, one can imagine the study of an undiagnosed
disease. The purpose of the intrinsic case study would here be first and foremost to come to an
understanding of the disease in all its particularities, not to build theory, or to approach the
disease as if it represented some generic phenomenon. The instrumental case study also
examines a single case. Contrary to the intrinsic case study, however, the case is not chosen
because of an intrinsic interest in the particular case per se. Rather, the case is chosen because it
is considered instrumental to the understanding of a topic, or a theory that has relevance
beyond the given case. The instrumental case study calls for in-depth scrutiny of the selected
case while at the same time treating the case as typical for a broader class of cases. With even
less interest in a particular case, compared to the intrinsic and instrumental case studies, the

collective case study involves not one, but a multitude of cases. The purpose of the collective
case study is typically to come to understand a class of cases better so that, for example, further
theorizing will yield a better understanding of an even larger collection of cases. Thus, as said,
interest is not in the particular case, but rather on what a collective of cases will reveal about a
given topic, theory etc.
For reasons described in the following, the study which has been undertaken here can best be
described as an intrinsic case study. First of all, before I began my study, through my work at the
LEGO Group it had come to my attention that although nothing was generally known of the
AFOL community, e.g. how it was structured and the kind of activities AFOLs were engaged in,
I found that innovations had been performed by AFOLs. For example, AFOLs had uploaded
pictures of their creations on BrickShelf.com. Also, AFOLs displayed their creations at
community events. Here, I noticed that compared to the products marketed by the LEGO
Group, some of these creations offered improvements to existing products or introduced
completely new to the world functionalities and play experiences. An examination of other
brand communities, such as the Weight Watchers brand community (which is centered on the
weight loss program: Weight Watchers), the Barbie Fan Club (a brand community for adult
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Barbie owners), and iVillage! (the largest online brand community for women owned by the
media and entertainment company, NBC Universal), suggested to me that these brand
communities were less developed and also that their members were less engaged in innovative
activities. Consequently, knowing that AFOLs had over the years managed to build a global
community and also that they innovated made me interested in the particular case of the AFOL
community. Secondly, given the explorative scope of the research questions, I found it necessary
to work with a relatively high number of variables. This need further pointed to the singular case
study. Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, as this study represents the first study ever of
brand community as an evolving phenomenon and also of brand community innovation, my
goal was not to attempt to build theory, or to study innovation in brand communities as if it
were a generic phenomenon. Rather, my goal was to understand the particular case of the
AFOL community, how it was formed and evolved, what makes AFOLs AFOLs, and how
membership in the AFOL community influences innovation. Looking at the particular case, it
characterizes the AFOL community that:
•

It exists in a global as well as local context. Consequently, the AFOL
community permits the exploration of brand community as a crossborder phenomenon.

•

The AFOL community is centered on a common interest in the LEGO
brand. At the same time it is organized into sub-interest groups. This
structure allows for the study of the community as a holistic entity, but
also for the study of its atomistic and local parts, and how these parts
work together, or resist working together.

•

AFOLs engage in all sorts of activities: Online dialogs, local club
meetings, community events, participation in events etc. Moreover,
AFOLs document many of their experiences either in text, photos,
podcast, and/or on video. The many activities and documentations
characterize the AFOL community as a ‘rich’ community which allows
for the in-depth study of brand community in many different contexts.

•

Typically, brand community is studied either as online or a face-to-face
phenomenon. The AFOL community exists in both contexts, which
allows for the study of brand community as a phenomenon that
transcends traditional distinctions.

•

The AFOL community has regular contacts with the LEGO Group.
Although brand community-firm interaction does not represent an
independent research question in this dissertation, observing the way
AFOLs interacted with the LEGO Group had relevance to, for example,
the understanding of the kind of firm-related topics which engaged
AFOLs.
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As said, the AFOL community comprised both online and offline organizations and resources. In
general, however, AFOLs use of these organizations and resources tended to flow together. For
example, ideas and topics that emerged in a face-to-face context were often discussed and
further developed in online environments and vice versa. Therefore, studying the AFOL
community fundamentally required a broad-based approach to the type of research methods
employed in the study, which are introduced in the following.
Research Methods
The use of different research methods is often linked to the process of triangulation (Andersen,
1999; Silverman, 2001 [1993], Guion, 2002). Before I turn to introducing the research methods
used, I will briefly discuss triangulation and its relevance to this study.

Triangulation
The purpose of triangulation is usually described as checking for different kinds of findings and
research methods, i.e. whether they are consistent in terms of what they register and observe.
Triangulation thus raises awareness of the research methods used and the findings generated.
The triangulation process provided many important insights to this study. For example, I
observed that when AFOLs met face-to-face (at community events, see Chapter 5), the
encounters generally took place in a positive and friendly atmosphere. In online forums,
however, some of the same AFOLs nevertheless engaged in disputes of different kinds. This
‘inconsistency’ suggested to me that community events could perhaps be compared to a

frontstage, where people show their best sides and where social interaction is nice and friendly,
while online forums could perhaps be compared to a backstage, where performers sometimes
have a tendency to behave out of character (Goffman 1990 [1959]). Instead of discarding
findings such as these as being inconsistent and invalid, I typically drew on additional research
methods to further illuminate ‘what is going on here?’ (Silverman, 2001 [1993]). The
employment of many rather than few research methods thus enabled me to explore the AFOL
community from different perspectives, and the process of triangulation generally raised my
awareness of both ‘consistencies’ and ‘inconsistencies’ in my study and analysis of the AFOL
community as a whole. Thus, in this study the usefulness and relevance of triangulation
originated mainly in the way it aided the analytical process.
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Primary Empirical Material
Table 4.1 shows an overview of the different research methods involved in the gathering of
primary empirical material.
Table 4.1
Investigating the AFOL community – Primary empirical material
Quantitative research
Participant
observations

Qualitative research

Site/Character of empirical material

First-hand information about the AFOL
community in a naturally occurring
context.

AFOL community events:
BrickFest 2003 in US/Washington
BrickFest 2004 in US/Oregon
Klodsfest 2004 in DK
1000Steineland 2005 in D

Focus on topics such as: How are AFOLs
practicing the LEGO hobby? How is the
AFOL culture manifesting itself via
artifacts? How are members interacting?
How are newcomers dealt with? Who is
organizing AFOLs’ community events
events? The existence of rituals and
traditions? AFOL innovations?

Interviews

Open-ended questions to small samples
of AFOLs.
Focus on topics such as: How did the
community evolve? What meaning and
experience are associated with being an
AFOL? What practices are entailed in
being an AFOL? What characterizes
AFOLs as innovators?

LEGO User Group meetings:
NELUG: New England LEGO User Group
and the Danish: Byggepladen.
Other type of AFOL activities:
Participation in LEGO Factory tour and
excursion to LEGOLAND in DK with
Danish AFOLs (2004).
Shopping tours with D and DK AFOLs at
LEGOLAND, DK (2003, 2004).
Open-ended questions:
Semi-structured/unstructured interviews
(including e-mail interviews and phone
interviews) with DK, US and D AFOLs.
Meeting with DK and US AFOL community
organizers at LEGO Company in Billund,
DK.

Meetings at the LEGO Group’s
Open-ended questions to Tormod
headquarters in Billund, Denmark.
Askildsen, the LEGO Group. Focus on
topics such as the LEGO Group’s activities
with AFOLs.
Netnography

First hand information about the AFOL
community in a naturally occurring
context.

Message threads on Lugnet.:

‘Quantifying and Classifying the LEGO
Community’

Focus on topics such as: What defines the ‘Lavender Brick Society’
AFOL community, social identification, Ingroups/out-groups.
Web-based
survey

Web-based survey: A combination
of fixed-choice questions and openended questions to a random
sample of members of
LEGOFan.org

Web-based survey:
Posted on LEGOFan.org (803 respondents,
2005).

Focus on topics such as:
Demographic composition,
engagement in LEGO hobby,
AFOLs as innovators, motives to
innovate, attitudes towards the
LEGO brand.
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Video
recording and
photos

Focus on documenting AFOL innovations,
the way AFOLs organize their displays at
community events, how they present their
creations etc.

2 hour of videotaping at community events.
216 photos documenting AFOLs’
community events.
238 photos documenting AFOLs’ LEGO
creations.

Participant Observations
Participant observations have also been described as a ‘mode’ for putting the researcher ‘in-theworld’ as someone studying a social and cultural real-life phenomenon by ‘being there’ and
observing the given phenomenon in the making and as it unfolds (Atkinson & Hammersley,
1994; Silverman, 2001 [1993]; Andersen & Kaspersen, 2002). I observed AFOLs both in an
online and offline context (online observations are described in the section addressing
netnography).
Regarding observations in an offline context, I observed AFOLs in four different situations: 1)

AFOL to AFOL, i.e. the way AFOLs interacted at local meetings and community events, when
shopping for LEGO products, when collectively looking at the LEGO displays, when trading and
buying LEGO products etc., 2) AFOLs and the LEGO brand, i.e. the way AFOLs used symbolic
representations of the LEGO brand, like LEGO branded banners, brochures etc., 3) AFOLs and

LEGO Group representatives, e.g. listening to the types of questions and concerns AFOLs
raised during Q&A sessions, at community events, the way AFOLs referred to LEGO
employees, and how LEGO employees interacted and commented on issues being raised in
Q&A’s etc., and finally, 4) AFOLs and non-LEGO people, e.g. how AFOLs interacted with
visitors who came to look at the LEGO displays typically on the last day of a community event.
Observing AFOLs in their naturally occurring environments allowed for the observation of the
way AFOLs concretely practiced their hobby, what they paid attention to, how they organized
their LEGO displays at community events, and the kinds of routines participation in community
events entailed (such as, for example, unpacking the car which was filled with LEGO creations,
using trolleys to transport the LEGO creations, unpacking the creations, setting up the displays,
the processes of organizing and coordinating the displays etc.)
During observations I took photos and made video recordings. At the end of an observation
period I consolidated my impressions into field note documents. The documents comprised
descriptions of the physical frames of the venue where the meeting/event had taken place, how
the room/rooms were organized, the way AFOLs displayed their creations etc. Also, I described
how meetings/events were structured, and in cases where I had observed rituals and traditions I
would describe these in my notes. I furthermore kept an artifact file (Belk, Walledorf & Sherry
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(1989), which included physical materials produced by AFOLs like community event invitations,
streamers, event programs, nametags, and T-shirts.
I found participant observations to be a very informative way of learning about AFOLs and
the practices they were involved in. Also, observing AFOLs in different contexts gave me an
impression of the different kinds of experiences brand community membership afforded.

Interviews
As shown in Table 4.1, I interviewed both AFOLs and senior director Tormod Askildsen, the
LEGO Group. In the following I will comment on the AFOL interviews. Later in this chapter I
return to and comment on the interviews I had with Tormod Askildsen.
Interviews offered an opportunity to learn more about the way AFOLs had created the
AFOL community, they way they constructed meaning in relation to being AFOLs, but also the
way they practiced their hobby. In total, 25 interviews were conducted, see Table 4.2.
Interviews were carried out as a combination of semi-structured interviews (both face-to-face
and by e-mail) and unstructured interviews (both face-to-face, over the phone, and by e-mail).
The semi-structured interviews followed largely the interview guide shown in appendix 1. When
I conducted the unstructured interviews, I did not follow an interview guide. Instead, these
interviews focused more on exploring particular topics such as what it was like to belong to a
local LEGO User Group which had just started, who had established the organizations, and the
different kinds of innovations the AFOL (or groups of AFOLs) had made etc. Unstructured email interviews also offered an opportunity to further elaborate on the thoughts and ideas that
AFOLs had previously brought up in interviews. Finally, they provided an opportunity to test
and further discuss my interpretations (Schütz in Harrington, 2000:727).
Table 4.2
Overview of informants
Location/Informant/Gender

Number of interviews / Type of interview

BrickFest 2003/USA
1.
2.
3.

NA AFOL, male
NA AFOL, male
NA AFOL, male

1 / Semi-structured interview
2 / Semi-structured interview + unstructured e-mail interview
2 / Semi-structured interview + unstructured e-mail interview

4.
5.

NA AFOL, male
NA AFOL, male

1 / Semi-structured interview
1 / Semi-structured interview

BrickFest 2004/USA
6., 7., 8.

D AFOLs, males

1 / Semi-structured interview with three German AFOLs
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9.

NA AFOL, male

1 / Semi-structured interview

10.
11.

NA AFOL, male
NA AFOL, male

1 / Semi-structured interview
1 / Semi-structured interview

2003/2004/2005/USA
12.
13.

NA AFOL, male
NA AFOL, female

3 / Unstructured e-mail interview
3 / Semi-structured interview (1) + unstructured e-mail interview (2)

14.
15.

NA AFOL, male
NA AFOL, male

9 / Unstructured e-mail interview (6) + unstructured phone interview (3)
5 / Unstructured e-mail interview (4) + unstructured phone interview (1)

Byggepladen 2003/2004/DK
16.

DK AFOL, female

8 / Semi-structured e-mail interview (1) + unstructured e-mail interview (7)

17.
18.

DK AFOL, male
DK AFOL, male

1 / Semi-structured e-mail interview
1 / Semi-structured e-mail interview

1000Steineland 2005/D
19.

D AFOL, male

1 / Semi-structured interview

20.
21.

D AFOL, male
D AFOL, male

6 / Unstructured e-mail interview (6)
1 / Semi-structured interview

Interviews specifically regarding
innovations/USA
22.
23.

NA AFOL, male

1 / Unstructured phone interview

NA AFOL, male

1 / Unstructured e-mail interview

24.
25.

NA AFOL, male
NA AFOL, male

1 / Unstructured e-mail interview
1 / Unstructured e-mail interview

NA: North American, D: German, DK: Danish.

The interviews lasted between 1/2 and 2 hours, and the informants were promised anonymity.
Seven of the semi-structured interviews were recorded on tape and later transcribed. The
transcribed interviews were sent to the informants for their approval. All informants had,
however, given their accept of the interviews being used in this dissertation. Consequently, I
included the interviews in the further analysis. Compared to the semi-structured interviews, all
e-mail interviews were already in text and therefore needed no transcript. Nine interviews were
not recorded on tape and were therefore not transcribed: 1) Either the situation did not permit
the use of a tape recorder; for example, if the interview was unplanned, and I had not brought
my tape recorder, or 2) Interviews were carried out while looking at LEGO displays, which did
not permit the use of a tape recorder. In these situations, based on memory, I would write
notes immediately after the interview.
All in all, interviews offered an opportunity to listen to the meanings and experiences AFOLs
had formed over time. In the case I was interviewing innovators, interviews also provided
insights into the motives and ideas that had influenced and inspired AFOLs. In other words,
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interviews gave access to what could not be observed, namely AFOLs’ ideas, beliefs, and
knowledge. Moreover, what I learned in the interviews provided input to the formulation of the
survey questions. As such, the survey, in particular the open-ended questions, further extended
topics which had been addressed during the interviews.

Netnography
During interviews, I realized that there were certain topics which AFOLs for some reason either
would, or could not talk about. For example, during the first round of interviews I experienced a
general unwillingness to discuss topics which broadly related to questions of social inclusion and
exclusion. Considering the possibility that AFOLs simply did not want to exclude anyone, and
that the community was inherently democratic in structure and in distribution of influence
among members, I nevertheless decided to study these more sensitive topics further. Also, as I
was interested in studying more abstract topics related to, for example, social identification,
categorization, and comparison (Tajfel, 1982) I saw a need for employing a less direct and less
intrusive research method, where I could simply observe and ‘listen in on’ (or more precisely
‘read in on’) and follow AFOLs discussions without influencing what was actually discussed and
how.
In their study of a Danish Internet message board on cosmetic surgery, Langer & Beckman
(2005) demonstrate the suitability of the netnographic research method, also referred to as
‘ethnography on the Internet’ (Kozinets, 1997, 1998, 2002b), for researching sensitive topics in
consumer cultures and communities on the Internet. Kozinets (1997), who developed the
method, points out that one of the advantages of netnography is that empirical material can be
obtained without the researcher being actively involved in the generation of this material. Thus,
similar to the participant observations I made in a real-life context, I found this research method
highly relevant.
Concretely, I followed two threads42 on Lugnet.com message boards (hereafter Lugnet), see
Table 4.3. The threads were chosen because they were considered particularly relevant and
informative with regard to AFOLs’ general perceptions of their community membership and
their identity as AFOLs and innovators. Kozinets (2002b:67) compares this way of selecting
threads with purposive sampling where the researcher is interested in a specific sample and the
particular information it yields. Consequently, in selecting the threads, it was not a goal that they

42

A thread is a string of consecutive message postings to a newsgroup, mailing list, or Internet forum.
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should be representative of other threads (Silverman, 2001 [1993]; Kozinets, 2002b). Rather,
the goal was that they were capable of illuminating the topics previously mentioned.
Table 4.3
Netnography: Two threads
Name of discussion

Duration of discussion

Topic of discussion

Number of messages and
participants

‘Quantifying and
Classifying the LEGO
Community’

April 9 2003 April 23 2003

AFOL Tim Courtney raises the
question: What do AFOLs think

200 postings were posted in
total.

Lugnet/General/
#4174343

‘Lavender Brick
Society’
Lugnet/Administrative/Suggestions/
#890

the LEGO community includes?
What does it exclude?’

The discussions addressed topics
such as: What meanings are
associated with LEGO play?
How do AFOLs define the
AFOL community? What unites
AFOLs?
September 14 2004 –
September 23 2004

AFOL Edward Welsh raises the
question: Should there be an

organization for lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgendered
(LGBT) AFOLs?

The discussions addressed topics
such as: How do AFOLs define
the AFOL community? What
unites AFOLs? What can be
tolerated and what can not?

58 unique AFOLs participated in
the discussion.
95 messages were studied.

323 postings were posted in
total.
29 unique AFOLs participated in
the discussion.
67 messages were studied.

In each of the threads, I copied and pasted the individual posts into a Microsoft Word
document so that the posts appeared one after another. However, often a post gave rise to
parallel comments and discussions. The threads, in other words, ‘branched out’ and reflected
the fact that discussions generally unfolded in a dynamic and non-linear manner. Thus,
sometimes the discussions on AFOLs’ message boards attracted lots of comments, while at
other times, the discussions diverted and developed into different topics than the one originally
addressed. This was particularly true of the ‘Lavender Brick Society’ thread where some AFOLs
began to discuss religious topics at a level of detail irrelevant to the topic being explored. I
therefore excluded these ‘off-topic’ posts. Specifically, I marked these posts as ‘irrelevant’, and
re-reading the threads as part of the analytical process, I would skip these posts.

Throughout the dissertation I refer to posts/strings using a format similar to e.g. Lugnet/General/#41743. The
reference should be read in the following way: Lugnet identifies the online forum, General identifies the specific
message board where the post/string is located, and #41743 identifies the first post in the string.
43
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Each in their way, the threads illuminated sides of brand community membership which I believe
I could not have learned about using any other research methods. ‘Reading in on’ AFOLs’
discussions provided an understanding of what AFOLs considered central to their identities as
AFOLs but also how they defined and negotiated sensitive topics concerning, for example, ideas
of ‘who is in’ and ‘who is not’. Netnography thus provided an opportunity to observe topics
which can otherwise be difficult to gain access to.

Web-Based Survey
Having interviewed and observed the more experienced and socially engaged AFOLs, I
increasingly became curious to know: What characterizes the AFOL population if it is surveyed
on a larger scale? Will I find, as indicated in Chapter 3, that there are different levels of
engagement among AFOLs? With regards to AFOLs as innovators, what kinds of innovations
are broadly being performed? Are some AFOLs more innovative than others? What
characterizes the innovators (compared to non-innovators)? Motivated by questions such as
these, and with the aim of further expanding what I learned from interviews and netnography, in
mid-May, 2005 I conducted a web-based survey (in the following chapters, the survey is simply
referred to as survey, 2005).
The survey asked fixed-choice questions within the following categories: 1) Demographic
characteristics, 2) Engagement in LEGO hobby activities, 3) Type of involvement with the AFOL
community, 4) Type of innovations performed, and year of creation, 5) Motives to innovate, 6)
Innovating characteristics (using a 5-point Likert scale), and 7) Attitudes towards the LEGO
brand (using a 5-point Likert scale). The survey also posed two open-ended questions which
are described in later in this chapter. See appendix 2 for an overview of the complete survey.
AFOLs Geoff Grey and Richard Mortion programmed the questionnaire and collected the
responses via databases. The survey was uploaded on one of AFOLs online organizations:

LEGOFan.org on May 13, 2005, and in order to draw attention to the survey, it was announced
on Lugnet and on LEGOFan. I noticed that on local message boards, such as on the Danish

Byggepladen’s message boards, AFOLs would also spread the word about the survey. AFOLs
were encouraged to participate in the survey for the exchange of entering into a raffle for two
LEGO products (which had been donated by the LEGO Group).
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Only members of LEGOFan could take part in the survey, which took approximately 20
minutes to complete. Only a couple of AFOLs reported having problems filling out the survey
(because of technical problems). By May 31, 2005, 803 respondents had completed the survey.
At that time, LEGOFan had approximately 2,000 members (the exact number of members is
unknown). Consequently, the response rate among LEGOFan members was approximately
40%. However, as the exact size of the AFOL population was not known, I am not aware of the
‘actual’ response rate, i.e. how many from the AFOL population actually took the survey, and
whether the surveyed AFOLs were representative for AFOL population as a whole. This issue is
further discussed at the end of this chapter.
After the survey was taken down (May 31, 2005), the database was delivered in an Excel
spreadsheet which was subsequently imported into SPSS (the software program for statistical
analysis). Using SPSS I generated frequency counts and cross tabulations, and these quantitative
procedures allowed me to further investigate the topics previously mentioned.
All in all, the survey yielded many findings of relevance to this study. As with any survey, it
was mainly oriented towards illuminating frequency questions which regarded ‘how many’ and
‘how much’ (Yin, 1994). The open-ended questions, on the other hand, had the character of
‘how’ and ‘why’ questions, i.e. they tended to be more exploratory (Yin, 1994). In any event,
and in keeping with the the social constructionist perspective, I never intended that the survey
findings should stand alone except in cases where I directly aimed to show information related
to ‘how many’ and ‘how much’. Often, therefore, I used survey data in combination with the
other research methods.

Video Recording and Photos
Having made the choice of studying the AFOL community as a case, and realizing that ‘regular’
consumers (which included, for example, fellow PhD students and other people I met and
discussed with during my study) generally thought of LEGO products as children’s toys (LEGO,
2003), I saw a need for showing the kind of activities AFOLs were involved in so that people
who were not familiar with the idea of adults playing with LEGO were able to see and judge for
themselves. Acknowledging that video recordings and still photos are not value free (i.e. the
decision of what images are recorded and stored represents an analytic choice of the
researcher), I found them to be excellent illustrations that helped me show the dimensions of
the LEGO hobby. I recorded approximately two hours of videotaping. I edited my first
impressions of these events into an 8-minute long film (see appendix 3, CD-Rom). I shot a
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number of photos. Together with various photos which had been uploaded by AFOLs (on
BrickShelf.com and MOCpages.com), I selected 216 photos from community events in the US,
Germany and Denmark that I found were representative of the events. Also, I shot a number of
photos, which, together with AFOLs’ own uploaded photos (on BrickShelf and
MOCpages.com), showed 238 of AFOLs’ LEGO creations (see appendix 3, CD-Rom for some
of these photos). The video and photo material proved valuable in the further analysis of the
empirical material. Among other things, it helped me remember more specifically the individual
community events, the physical settings, the participants, and AFOL innovations.
Secondary Empirical Material
In my investigations of the AFOL community I also used secondary empirical material, see Table
4.4. Between the years 2003-2006 I meet seven times with Tormod Askildsen, who was, and
continues to be, head of the LEGO Community Development Group. The meetings lasted
between two-five hours and they all took place at the LEGO Group in Billund, Denmark. At
these meetings, we typically discussed the way the LEGO Group interacted with AFOLs, the
kind of projects the LEGO Group was involved in, and what these projects aimed to do for
both AFOLs and the LEGO Group. During the meetings, to illustrate for example market
composition, consumer profiles, and perceptions of the LEGO brand, a number of confidential
strategy documents and other materials regarding AFOLs and the LEGO Group’s ‘regular’
consumers were shown to me.
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Table 4.4
Investigating the AFOL community – Secondary empirical material
Type of material

Site/Character of empirical material

Strategy documents

Strategy documents prepared by the
LEGO Group.

Strategy documents (confidential):
‘The Adult Fan Community’, August (2002)
‘LEGO Enthusiast Communities’, November (2002)
‘LEGO Community Strategy Concept’, December (2003)

Survey

Fixed-choice questions to a random sample
of AFOLs.

Surveys (confidential):
‘Global LEGO Adult Community’ (220 respondents, 2002)
‘Adult Fans of LEGO (AFOL): Global Profile & Community
Impact’ (2,700 respondents, 2004)

Qualitative study

Qualitative study among ‘regular’ consumers. Qualitative study (confidential):
‘Consumer Perceptions of Play Materials and Brands: Findings
Study was based on 12 duo interviews and 9 from Qualitative Brand Research’ (2003)
focus groups, which involved parents and
children from US, D, J, F and UK.

Books and other
documents

Publicly available documents produced or
made available by the LEGO Group.

Publicly available books and documents:
Serious fun (1980)
Leg Godt: 1916-1954 (1997)
LEGO System i Leg (1997)
LEGO Systemet Vokser med Barnet (1997)
LEGO. Holdninger og Kulturværdier (1998)
Interview with Tormod Askildsen in the SAP magazine (2005)

The survey data collected by the LEGO Group in 2002 was based on interviews structured as
fixed-choice questions. 200 North American and 20 German AFOLs participated in the survey.
The second survey was carried out in 2004, and it was posted on the Internet. It was based on
2,700 survey interviews structured as fixed-choice questions. Both studies were displayed as
data tables. As the surveys were confidential, I was not allowed to show these data tables.
However, I was allowed to make references to the data tables which concerned AFOLs’
country of origin, the amount of money AFOLs spend on buying LEGO products, and the kind
of LEGO activities they were involved in. Thus, whereas secondary empirical material, compared
to primary empirical material, played a less prominent role in this study, the data tables provided
important background information which was mainly used in Chapters 5 and 6.
Other materials (‘books and other documents’) were available to the public. These materials
offered foundational knowledge about the LEGO System, the history of the firm, and the LEGO
brand values. Whereas these materials were not used directly in the study of the AFOL
community, they provided important background information on the firm and on the products
attracting the AFOL community.
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Analytical Process: Making Sense of the Empirical Material
In this section, grounded in the main topics outlined in the framework for further empirical
analysis (see Chapter 3), I will describe the different research methods used, and how I made
sense of (i.e. analyzed and interpreted) the empirical material in the different chapters. During
the sense-making process, I used Kvale’s (1984:60) three levels of interpretation as analytical
framework. These levels are organized as follows: 1) The self-understanding level, where the
researcher attempts to consolidate and interpret the meanings held by the informants, 2) The
common sense level, where the researcher aims to move beyond informant’s perceptions of
things and adopt a wider scope and framework for the interpretation, and finally 3) Theoretical
interpretation, where the researcher draws on a theoretical framework when making
interpretations. The three levels of interpretation represent a continuum of interpretive levels
(Kvale, 1984). However, rather than approaching Kvale’s levels from a linear stage perspective
(where the self-understanding levels come first, then the common sense level, and finally, the
theoretical interpretation level), I approached and used the three levels as a way of generating
different kinds of understandings to illuminate different positions of relevance to the topics
studied. Consequently, depending on the topics being studied, interpretations took place at
different interpretive levels.
Chapter 5: The AFOL Community from the Early 90s – Today
The first empirical chapter, Chapter 5, is structured around what Huberman & Miles
(1994:432) refer to as ‘primitive questions’ of what is going on, and how things are proceeding
in regard to, in this case, the evolution of the AFOL community from its beginning up until
today. As I largely aimed to describe the AFOL community from the perspective of AFOLs’
own understandings of the way the community had evolved over time, interpretations took
place mainly on the self-understanding level. However, as I saw a need for further organizing
the findings, the chapter also involved a common sense level of interpretation, which specifically
included an organizational development perspective. This perspective is introduced at the onset
of Chapter 5.
The kinds of empirical materials which were used to describe the evolution of the AFOL
community came from three main sources: 1) AFOL Todd Lehman’s (Lugnet, 2003) list of
AFOL organizations, which showed the names of AFOLs’ organizations, and in some cases, the
year of founding, 2) Interviews with AFOLs, and 3) Text material and different kinds of
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information developed by AFOL organizations which could be accessed online without the use
of password.
As the AFOL community has not been described before, Lehman’s (2003) list served as a
starting point for my investigations. It gave me an idea of what organizations AFOLs had
created over time, and consequently where to start searching for more information about
these organizations. As most AFOL organizations, even the ones that no longer exist, can be
accessed online, it was possible to study the AFOL community from its very beginning.
I began collecting empirical materials by broadly exploring the different organizations, their
history, the way they were structured, and what the organizations stood for. I found that many
of AFOLs’ organizations, albeit far from all, had bylaws, Terms of Service documents, and
mission statements. Also, when studying the different organizations I would visit message
boards and read posts to get an idea of the kinds of topics AFOLs addressed. Altogether these
explorations generated a chronological understanding of what organizations emerged when,
and what their function was. In this connection interviews further allowed for a deeper
understanding of the development of the AFOL community at different times in the
community’s life. For example, during interviews it emerged that in the beginning, the AFOL
community consisted largely of North American males who were either students at academic
institutions and/or software programmers, software designers, or technical specialists by trade.
This insight proved to be valuable to the foundational understanding of ‘how it all began’.
Besides interviewing AFOLs, I also participated in LEGO User Group meetings, community
events in North America, Germany, and Denmark, LEGO Factory Tours, and shopping trips.
These experiences further added depth to my understanding of the different kinds of activities
that were involved in being AFOL.
During interviews, certain themes would emerge that I wanted to explore further. For example,
in close to all interviews, AFOLs mentioned Lugnet as one of the online forums they used most
and which had played a central role in making them take up the LEGO hobby as adults. To
investigate how Lugnet was formed and the kinds of resources and experiences Lugnet offered,
I went to the Lugnet site to explore further. Also, when a particular topic emerged in
interviews which seemingly played a central role in the way the AFOL community had evolved
over time, such as the time the LEGO Group first introduced ‘themselves’ on Lugnet, I would
go to the larger online forums’ message boards to learn more about the way AFOLs reacted to
the introduction. Also, in this particular case, I went over the notes I had made from the
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interviews with Tormod Askildsen and the strategy documents (the LEGO Group, 2002, 2003)
to see how the LEGO Group was organized at that time.
The process of going back and forth between the different sources and gradually fitting the
individual ‘pieces’ together best illustrates the analytical process which took place in Chapter 5.
This type of analytical methodology has also been characterized as circular (Andersen, 1999).
From the common sense interpretive level, I found that Schein’s (1992) cultural studies, which
describe the stages through which organizations evolve, shared many similarities with the
development stages that had emerged from putting the ‘pieces’ together. To further organize
the way the AFOL community had evolved over time, I therefore structured the chapter
around Schein’s development stages. Consequently, Chapter 5 begins by introducing Schein’s
work in this area before the chapter turns to introducing the AFOL community.
During the analytical process I asked four inside informants (Schein, 1992) to comment on my
findings (I also involved inside informants in Chapter 6). An inside informant is someone from
‘inside’ the organization, in this case the AFOL community, who validates and challenges the
researcher’s descriptions and interpretations. Concretely, two North American AFOLs, one
Danish, and one German AFOL acted as inside informants. I met the Danish and the German
AFOL during community events. I had identified the North American AFOLs through their
positing in online forums. The inside informants were not chosen because their backgrounds,
knowledge of the LEGO hobby, and opinions were considered representative for the AFOL
community. I chose the inside informants because they had been with the community for many
years and because of their in-depth experience with being an AFOL. Concretely, the inside
informants helped me understand, but also question what I observed. They challenged, but also
supported my findings, and they provided new insights and hints about whom to talk with, and
where to look for more material of relevance to the topic being studied. The inside informants
did not know each other’s identity and I communicated directly with of them, first in an
interview, and later over the phone, in person, or by e-mail. Concretely, I would either send
text I had written, and ask for their comments, or I would call or e-mail them in cases where I
needed an extra set of eyes on the topics I was analyzing. Throughout the analytical process,
the inside informants provided invaluable feedback, and they helped me analyze the empirical
data on the level of self-understanding.

106

STUDYING THE AFOL BRAND COMMUNITY

Chapter 6: Being AFOLs
With the purpose of describing and organizing AFOLs’ lived experiences, i.e. AFOLs’
understandings of what it means to be an AFOL, a number of empirical themes were deduced
from a combination of interviews and the open-ended survey questions. Interpretations
consequently took place on the self-understanding level (Kvale, 1994).
To guide the analytical process, I was inspired by principles of grounded theory, where
theory is, similar to content analysis, deduced from empirical material using coding procedures
(Silverman, 2001 [1993]). In grounded theory, analysis of empirical material is furthermore
described as taking place in the interplay between the empirical material and the researcher
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998:13). Consequently, the analytical process of deducing the empirical
themes can be described as being both scientific and creative:
‘It is science in the sense of maintaining a certain degree of rigor and by
grounding analysis in data. Creativity manifests itself in the ability of
researchers to aptly name categories, ask stimulating questions, make
comparisons, and extract an innovative, integrated, realistic scheme
from masses of unorganized raw data. It is the balance between science
and creativity that we strive for in doing research’ (Strauss & Corbin,
1998:13).

Deducing Themes via Interviews
After the initial round of reading the transcriptions and the interview notes, I began searching
for themes which had to do with the meanings AFOLs associated with their lived experiences
of being AFOL. Concretely, this process involved searching for sentences where AFOLs talked
about their experiences but also their more abstract ideas of what it means to be an AFOL and
what their innovations meant to them. Similar to the interpretive process in Chapter 5, the
process of arriving at the empirical themes represented an iterative process of going back and
forth between the individual AFOLs’ accounts to draw out, with the aid of coding, a number of
themes which represented AFOLs’ common ideas of what being an AFOL meant.
In the first round of coding, I identified a total of 12 themes. Based on their content, I labeled
these themes: ‘First LEGO moment’, ‘Creative outlet’, ‘Dark age’, ‘Re-entering the LEGO hobby

- the role of Lugnet’, ‘Purity and brand loyalty’, ‘Learning aspects of LEGO play’, ‘A place to
meet other fans’, ‘LEGO Elite’, ‘Sub-cultures based on interests’, ‘Relationship with the LEGO
Group’, ‘Types of activity and participation’, and ‘Organizations and local aspects of the LEGO
hobby’. I then copied and pasted strings of text from the individual interviews into each of the
relevant themes resulting in one Microsoft Word document which allowed me to get an
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overview of informants’ responses as a whole. Concretely, each theme would contain a number
of text strings, and depending on the particular theme, some would have many references, such
as for example ‘Relationship with the LEGO Group’, whereas other themes, such as ‘LEGO
Elite’ would have fewer references.

Deducing Themes via the Survey
Besides fixed-choice questions, the survey (2005) posed two open-ended questions. One of
these questions: ‘What does being an AFOL add to your life?’ was intended to bring forward
and allow for further investigation of the meanings AFOLs associated with being an AFOL44.
Consequently, I deliberately phrased the question so that the associations respondents had of
‘being AFOL’ and ‘life’ could be defined freely.
In their response, AFOLs were asked to use a maximum of 1024 characters, which
corresponds to approximately 10 lines of text. Going over AFOLs’ responses, I found that each
AFOL usually wrote what compare to two-three lines of text in a Microsoft Word document.
Of the 803 respondents, 613 AFOLs answered the question, and their responses became part
of the further analysis.
Similar to the analysis of the interviews, I proceeded to establish a set of themes for the
responses generated via the open-ended question. Of the 613 responses, in a process
sometimes referred to as data reduction (Huberman & Miles, 1994), I deleted 55 from the
dataset. These questions had the character of general comments. For example, one AFOL
wrote: ‘I will be an adult fan of lego forever’. Another AFOL wrote: ‘I’ve loved Legos since the
original space sets were released’. Responses such as these told nothing of what it meant to be
an AFOL, and they were therefore removed from the data set. I ended up with 558 responses
provided by 558 AFOLs. Similar to the process of coding the interviews, but this time using the
Excel spreadsheet, which the data was delivered in, I first coded AFOLs’ individual responses. I
identified a number of common themes: ‘Relaxation’, ‘Escape’, ‘Keeps my inner child alive’,

‘Sharing ideas’, ‘Creative outlet’, ‘A sense of community’, ‘Connecting with friends and family’,
and ‘A fun and enjoyable hobby’. Although it was not a goal in itself, each theme had almost
the same number of responses.

Responses to the other open-ended question: ‘What I like best about my LEGO hobby is:’ were very similar to
the open-ended question: ‘What does being an AFOL add to your life?’ Therefore I chose only to analyze one of
the questions.

44
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I compared the eight themes with the themes which emerged via the analysis of the interviews.
I found that it was possible to collapse the number of themes into what I call macro level

themes45. Identifying the macro-themes represents an analytical choice, and in this connection,
naming the themes can be seen as part of the creative process that was described earlier
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998:13). To give names to the macro-level themes I used quotes from the
interviews which I found illustrative and broad enough to embrace a number of themes, and
which at the same time approximated and described the ‘outer appearances’ of what it means
to be an AFOL (see Chapter 2). For example, the theme ’Creative outlet’ was categorized
under the macro level theme: ‘People don’t understand that this is a very complex and deep
hobby’, as this macro theme largely describes the experiences AFOLs have with LEGO play
and the LEGO hobby.
Figure 4.1 shows how the individual themes were organized under the macro level themes.
The numbers shown under the four macro level themes correspond with the themes deduced
from interviews and the survey.
Figure 4.1
AFOLs’ lived experiences: Macro level themes

Themes from interviews

Themes from survey

1.
2.
3.
4.

13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

‘First LEGO moment’
‘Creative outlet’
‘Dark age’
‘Re-entering the LEGO hobby - the role of
Lugnet’
‘Purity and brand loyalty’
‘Learning aspect of LEGO play’
‘A ‘place’ to meet other fans’
‘LEGO elite’
‘Sub-cultures based on interests’
‘Relationship with the LEGO Group’
‘Types of activity and participation’
‘Organizations and local aspects of the LEGO
hobby’

‘Relaxation’
‘Escape’
‘Keeps my inner child alive’
‘Sharing ideas’
‘Creative outlet’
‘A sense of community’
‘Connecting with friends and
family’
20. ‘A fun and enjoyable hobby’

MACRO LEVEL THEMES

‘We all had a ‘dark
age’

‘People do not understand that this is
a very complex and deep hobby’

(1, 3, 4, 7, 10, 11, 18,
19, 20)

(2, 6, 8, 9, 11, 12, 13, 14,
15, 16, 17)

‘Totally welcome here where
non-LEGO people just don’t
understand’

‘Most of us are LEGO
purists’
(5)

(4, 7, 18)

The term macro level theme was inspired by Strauss & Corbin’s (1998:175,181) micro and macro levels of
analysis.
45

109

STUDYING THE AFOL BRAND COMMUNITY

Further analysis of the macro level themes revealed additional sub-themes. For example, with
regards to the macro level theme which relates to AFOLs’ associations of the LEGO hobby as
being complex and deep, a number of sub-themes were identified, which together with the
findings from the netnographic material provided additional ‘explanatory power’ (Strauss &
Corbin, 1998:125). These sub-themes are discussed further in Chapter 6 under each of the
macro level themes, which provide overall structure to the chapter. Moreover, to add nuances
to the descriptions of the macro-level themes when relevant I include additional findings from
the survey (2005).
Chapter 7: AFOLs as Innovators
This chapter mainly draws on the survey (2005) to quantify, exemplify, and characterize AFOLs
as innovators. Moreover, the chapter involves the selection of seven mini-cases and makes use
of other types of empirical material which were chosen as illustrations of e.g. what AFOLs
innovate. In contrast to the open-ended questions, the questions which regarded AFOL
innovations needed no further categorization to begin with, as categories were already given by
the fixed-choice survey format. Contrary to the process of how I arrived at the empirical
themes, I consider the descriptions of how I analyzed the survey data to be inseparable from
the descriptions of AFOLs as innovators. Consequently, to avoid repetition, I decided to
describe the analytical process in Chapter 7.
Chapter 8: Discussion: Perspectives on Brand Community Membership and Innovation
This chapter expands the empirical exploration of the AFOL community from the interpretive
level of self-understanding to the broader common sense and theoretical interpretation level.
Essentially, I compare the common sense level to the process of sensemaking which aims to
provide an understanding of ’not just that a thing happened, but how and why it happened.’
(Huberman & Miles,1994:434). Thus, expanding the self-understanding level by including other
perspectives which are considered relevant to the further analysis of the meaning that is
associated with being AFOLs and what characterizes AFOLs as innovators, common sense
interpretation ‘invites the examination, the ‘pondering’, of empirical material in terms of what
people make of it.’ (Wolcott, 2001, 33-34). To aid the ‘pondering’, I revisited the literature
introduced in Chapter 3. Combined, I found that the common sense and the theoretical
interpretation levels allowed for richer and more elaborate interpretations of for example how
AFOLs created the community, what meanings they associate with being AFOLs, the way the
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social context influence them as innovators, and what motivates AFOLs to innovate. I conclude
the chapter by focusing more narrowly on the relationship between AFOLs as innovators, their
brand community membership and innovation. These discussions consequently compare to
conclusion drawing (Huberman & Miles, 1994) in the sense that they address the topics
highlighted in the research questions.
Chapter 9: Theoretical Contributions and Implications
As previously mentioned, I chose to study the AFOL community not because I saw it as
representative for a broader class of cases, or because I wanted to understand some abstract
construct, but because I was intrinsically interested in the particular case of AFOLs, which I
believe offered a unique opportunity to learn more about the topics that are of interest to this
dissertation. Although the aim of the intrinsic case study is first and foremost to come to an
understanding of the case ‘in all its particularity and ordinariness’ (Stake, 1994:237), this study
has also generated findings which I believe has relevance beyond the particular case. Put
differently, although it is not considered a goal for the intrinsic case study to generalize findings, I
nevertheless feel compelled to do so. The question is consequently, can I generalize findings
from this study?, and if so, what should I generalize to? Of relevance to these questions, Yin
(1994), in his discussions of the criteria for judging the quality of research designs, offers the
following perspectives:
‘A common complaint about case studies is that it is difficult to
generalize from one case to another. Thus analysts fall into the trap of
trying to select a ‘representative’ case or set of cases. Yet no set of
cases, no matter how large, is likely to deal satisfactorily with the
complaint (Yin, 1994:37).

Yin continues:
‘Critics typically state that single cases offer a poor basis for generalizing.
However, such critics are implicitly contrasting the situation to survey
research, in which a ‘sample’ (if selected correctly) readily generalizes to
a larger universe. This analogy to samples and universes is incorrect
when dealing with case studies. This is because survey research relies on
statistical generalization, whereas case studies (as with experiments) rely
on analytical generalization. In analytical generalization, the investigator is
striving to generalize a particular set of results to some broader theory’
Yin (1994:36).
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Regarding the question of whether findings from this study can be generalized, as Yin points
out, the case study has been criticized for being difficult to generalize findings from. In a
broader context, this critique is typically aimed at the type of research which is not
quantitative and where generalizability is not achieved by statistical sampling procedures
(Silverman, 2001 [1993]:248). In contrast to quantitative studies, which often study large
numbers of randomly selected cases and where ‘researchers abstract from this world and
seldom study it directly’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994:5), qualitative studies, which I consider this
study to be an example of, seek to secure rich descriptions of the social world, and are
therefore often interested in the specifics of particular cases which are typically studied as firstperson accounts (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994:6). Thus whereas the quantitative researcher strives
for generalizability through sampling procedures which allow the researcher to make
inferences about the whole population (Silverman, 2001 [1993]:248), the qualitative
researcher has to generalize his or her findings in different ways if he or she is to overcome
what Silverman (2001 [1993]:254) calls the pure ‘anecdotal qualitative research’.
Yin (1994) suggests the method of analytical generalization where findings are not
generalized to other cases, but instead compared with the ‘broader theory’ within the given
field. The purpose of comparing findings to theory is generally to see whether the new
findings: 1) Support or refute existing theory, and/or if 2) Findings support theory better than
e.g. rival theories. Consequently, in Chapter 9 I aim to generalize what I consider to be the
study’s main findings to central parts of the theoretical fields which have informed this
dissertation.
Limitations of this Study
As with any type of study, this study suffers from a number of different limitations. These
limitations are described and discussed in the following.
Personal Bias
As mentioned in the introduction, before I began this study I was working for the LEGO
Group. I believe my background has provided both advantages as well as challenges to this
study. For example, knowing the firm, its history, market, and products meant that I was familiar
with the ‘language’ AFOLs used when they referred to, for example, the LEGO System as ‘a

pallet of pieces’, or when they made references to specific LEGO elements such as the 1x1
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element etc. Knowing these things provided an advantage, as I did not have to spend time
learning them. On the other hand, ‘knowing things’, especially more abstract things such as the
LEGO System’s value to the experience of LEGO play, posed a challenge in the sense that my
personal understanding and knowledge of the LEGO System risked influencing my
interpretations of the way AFOLs perceived things. Going back to Chapter 2 and the
‘constructs of constructs circumstance’, whether or not I had worked for the LEGO Group, in
general, the researcher cannot escape the challenge of ‘knowing things’, which may influence his
or her interpretations. Therefore, in an attempt to keep an open stance, and not to be
influenced by what I thought I knew, when I was confronted with statements such as, ‘the
LEGO System is really unique’, I would ask informants to clarify, ‘why is the LEGO System
unique?’, ‘unique in what way?’ etc. Also, in the process of analyzing the empirical material, the
coding procedure proved to be a useful tool whereby I could study AFOLs’ meanings and
experiences more systematically. Thus, whereas the ‘constructs of constructs circumstance’
cannot be escaped, I believe methods, such as keeping an open stance and the coding
procedure, have helped me create an awareness of my ideas of things, and that this awareness
has enabled me to listen more consciously to AFOLs’ accounts. In this connection, I greatly
valued having inside informants occasionally ‘looking over my shoulder’ as it provided an
opportunity to discuss my interpretations and findings with the people these interpretations
and findings aimed to describe.
Recruitment of Informants and Respondents
Another concern regarding this study relates to the fact that I had detected an
overrepresentation of North American AFOLs. Thus, 64% of the AFOLs who were interviewed
and 74.1% of the AFOLs who took the survey were North Americans. Consequently, a valid
question concerns whether the North American overrepresentation in interviews and the
survey (2005) can be seen as representative for the AFOL population as a whole.
In preparing the research design, I searched broadly for information which would show the
size and demographical composition of the total AFOL population. It quickly turned out that
such information was not available. AFOLs themselves guessed that the AFOL community
consisted of over ten thousand AFOLs. In the LEGO Group’s community strategy document
(2002), the firm stated that: ‘Over the last 5-7 years, this community [the AFOL community]
has grown substantially in numbers’, apparently enough for the firm to label AFOLs ‘a (small)
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secondary market’. However, concrete numbers indicating the size and the composition of the
total AFOL community were not given, and never emerged during the study.
The survey carried out by the LEGO Group in 2004, and which included 2,700 AFOL,
showed that 69% of the respondents lived in North America, 23% in Europe, and 8%
‘somewhere else’. In comparison, the survey carried out in this study (which involved 803
respondents) showed that 74.1% of respondents lived in North America, 19.2% in Europe, and
6.7% ‘somewhere’ else. If we furthermore look to AFOLs’ organizations we see, as will be
shown in Chapter 5, that despite many AFOL organizations are used by AFOLs from all over
the world, most AFOL organizations are North American based. Whereas the surveys and the
country of origin of most AFOL organizations strongly suggest that being AFOL is largely a
North American phenomenon, we cannot conclude that this is so. For example, both surveys
referred to here were written in English and uploaded on English-language websites. Despite
the fact that many AFOL (online) organizations use the English language, it is likely that this has
prevented AFOLs who cannot read or write English from participating, thereby causing an
overrepresentation of North American AFOLs. It should therefore be noted that whereas this
study takes mainly a North American perspective on the AFOL community, it is likely that a
study which permits AFOLs to take the survey in their native language would yield a different
composition of the surveyed population.
Another concern regarded the recruitment of informants specifically to the interviews. As
mentioned in Chapter 2, I chose to study the AFOL community from an ‘understanding
approach’. Therefore, I deliberately chose to interview informants whom I knew had, to various
degrees, strong social ties to the AFOL community. However, the survey (2005) showed that a
majority of AFOLs actually thought of themselves as having weak social ties to the community
(this topic is further addressed in Chapter 5). Consequently, it can rightfully be argued that this
study continues the tendency to focus on what can be termed the stereotype brand community
members, who are described as ‘active loyalists’, who are ‘committed, conscientious - almost
passionate’ about the brand (Gruen & Ferguson, 1994 in Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001:427). In terms
of recruiting informants for the interviews, for the reasons outlined in Chapter 2, the AFOLs
with weak social ties were not prioritized in the same way as the AFOLs with stronger social
ties. In particular, this has consequences for Chapter 6, which focuses on AFOLs lived
experiences of being an AFOL. Thus, although the chapter draws on survey data which also
includes the AFOLs who were less involved in the AFOL community, the chapter is mainly
based on the experiences of the more involved AFOLs.
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All in all, I fully acknowledge that this study does not contribute to significantly widening the
understanding of the less involved brand community member. However, because of this study’s
interests, I do not believe I could have prioritized differently without running the risk of
stretching both my resources and the content of the dissertation too thin. Moreover, the survey
showed that innovating AFOLs did actually share similarities with the ‘stereotype brand
community member’ (this topic is further addressed in Chapter 7). Thus, with regard to the
study of innovating AFOLs, not focusing on the less involved AFOLs did not have any
consequences for the findings generated.
Ethical Considerations
Kozinets (1998, 2002b) emphasizes that when using the netnographic research method,
researchers should become a ‘cultural member’ of the community they are studying in order to
develop their own phenomenological experience of being in the community. Also, Kozinets
emphasizes that researchers should disclose their presence, and that in cases where empirical
material such as statements, or other forms of written expression are obtained from community
members, members should be asked for permission.
As my purpose was to study sensitive topics as well as the AFOL community in its naturally
occurring context, like Langer & Beckman (2005), I chose not to become a ‘cultural member’ of
the AFOL community. That is, I did not make my presence known, and I did not comment or
ask questions about the discussions AFOLs were having. As AFOL forums can generally be
characterized as public communication media (Langer & Beckman, 2005:194), i.e. they are open
to all and can be accessed without the use of password, like Langer & Beckman (2005), I
considered it both ethical and legitimate for me as a researcher to chose not to disclose my
presence, and also to consider the text (i.e. posts) produced by members as empirical material.
Had AFOLs’ online forums not been public communication media, i.e. forums that could not be
accessed without a password, or other types of restrictions, which is the case with some AFOL
Yahoo! Groups, then disclosure and the characteristic of text as empirical material would, of
course, have been a different matter.
Validating Findings
The question of validating findings in qualitative research is a much debated topic (cf. Kvale,
1984; Silverman 2001 [1993]); Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Huberman & Miles, 1994; Strauss &
Corbin, 1998). In essence, the discussions revolve around two main topics: What findings we
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consider to be ‘true’, (i.e. when is a finding ‘accurately reflecting the real situation’, Guion,
2002:1), and whether our findings are ‘certain’ (i.e. backed by evidence, Guion, 2002:1).
For example, to mention but a few perspectives, the researcher whose approach is that of

emotionalism, and who strives to gain an ‘authentic gaze’ on a subject, i.e. the person being
interviewed, will regard validation as part of the dialog that goes on between the interviewer
and the interviewed (Silverman, 2001 [1993]:90, 94). Positivist researchers, on the other hand,
will be concerned with whether findings can be reproduced, and they will pay attention to
experimental biases, and how data are grouped (Andersen, 1986). Grounded theorists will
make their evaluations based on ‘explanatory power’, meaning the theory’s ‘predictive ability’, i.e.
how well it speaks ‘for the populations from which it was derived and to apply back to them’
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998:267). Grounded theorists will consequently take great interest in how
the sample was selected, how categories emerged etc. Founded in a social constructionist
perspective, I have been occupied with studying how members as individuals and as a
community construe meaning in relation to being AFOLs, the ways AFOLs innovate, and what
influences these processes. In establishing validity, similar to the grounded theorists, I found it
natural to share and discuss my observations with AFOLs, which is also referred to as
respondent validation. I have already described the process of involving inside informants on the
self-understanding interpretive level. What mattered to the way these AFOLs validated my
interpretations had less to do with whether every word in a given sentence was considered
‘correct’, and more with whether they found the interpretations to be trustworthy and ‘apt’ (as
one AFOL put it), i.e. that the text confirmed their experiences of being AFOL etc. (Denzin &
Lincoln, 1994:13; Yin, 1994).
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5. THE AFOL COMMUNITY FROM THE EARLY 90S - TODAY
This chapter describes the way the AFOL community as a whole has developed over time,
from its beginning in the early 90s until today. Studying the AFOL community as an emerging
phenomenon, among other things, I observed that: 1) The AFOL community can be seen as
evolving through a series of more or less interrelated activities and incidents that defined, and
continue to define the AFOL community, and at the same time 2) The evolvement of the
AFOL community can be described as taking place through different development stages.
Turning to the existing brand community literature, I realized that there were no theories or
frameworks I could use to analyze and describe the evolution I had observed. Instead, I found
that Schein’s (1992) studies of the way organizations (both for-profit as well as non-profit)
evolve, change, and renew ‘themselves’, provided a useful framework for the structuring of the
empirical material. Before I turn to the descriptions of the AFOL community I will briefly
introduce Schein’s framework. It should be noted that I will not provide a full review of either
organization theory or Schein’s cultural approach as to how he generally understands
organizations as I consider these topics to be outside the scope of this dissertation.
Consequently, in the following I will focus on Schein’s stages of organizational development and
perspectives of relevance to these stages.
Three Stages of Development
Schein (1992) suggested that organizations go through three stages in their development: A

founding and early growth stage, a midlife stage, and a maturity and declining stage. He
proposed that at each of these stages, in order to survive, the organization has to adapt to its
external environment while at the same time integrating its internal processes. In other words,
for the organization to survive, it has to continuously adapt and adjust ‘itself’ to what is going on
in its surroundings, but also, it has to make its internal functions work to be able to make the
needed adjustments. Both tasks are considered central to the survival of the organization.
Schein saw the ‘role’ of the organization’s culture as fundamentally solving the problems that
inevitably arise when members try to adapt the organization to its external environment while
securing internal integration. Culture is, in other words, key to understanding how and why
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organizations develop. Before I turn to a description of the three stages, I therefore briefly
introduce the way culture is understood in regard to organizational development.
Elaborating on Schein’s work, Schultz (1994) proposed viewing the organization’s culture as:
‘the product of the group’s collective process of learning and problem solving in its efforts to
survive. Organizational culture is a means of fostering integration in the organization - a
consensus-creating ‘glue’ - which has decisive influence on ensuring the organization’s survival.
However, culture also evolves via the organization’s necessary adaptation to external
conditions’ (Schultz, 1994:22). As Greiner (1998) has furthermore shown, depending on the
size and age of the organization, each development stage is characterized by having its own
challenges, or crises. Thus, adapting to different environments while integrating internal
processes, culture changes over the course of the organization’s lifetime, and thus plays a
different role in each of the development stages.
Schein (1992:16-27) conceptualizes culture as existing on three interacting levels: 1) The

artifact, or surface level, which is the visible organizational structures and processes: ‘which
includes all the phenomenon that one sees, hears, and feels when one encounters a new group
with an unfamiliar culture’ (Schein, 1992:17), 2) The espoused values level, which reflects the
strategies, goals and philosophies which are proposed by members of the organization. When
analyzing values, one should distinguish between the values which are congruent with the basic
assumptions, and which are merely espoused values, which: ‘will predict well enough what
people will say in a variety of situations but which may be out of line with what they will
actually do in situations where those values should, in fact, be operating (Schein, 1992:21).
Finally, the 3) Basic assumptions provide the ultimate source of values and artifacts: ‘Culture as
a set of basic assumptions defines for us what to pay attention to, what things mean, how to
react emotionally to what is going on, and what actions to take in various kinds of situations’
(Schein, 1992:22). Basic assumptions and values reflect the taken for granted beliefs that
members have learned from solving problems related to the tasks of adapting the organization
to its external environment while securing internal integration. Often, basic assumptions and
values operate at an unconscious level. As such, they are often tacit i.e. not talked about by
members of the organization and can therefore be very difficult to address, as they may also act
as defense mechanisms that permit, for example, organizational changes to take place.
In the following I will briefly introduce the different stages of organizational development as
they have been identified and described by Schein (1992:303-333).
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The Founding and Early Growth Stage
What characterizes this stage is that the founders of the organization and their assumptions and
values provide the main cultural thrust that defines the identity of the organization and its
distinctive competencies. The learning that members accumulate during this first development
stage and which originates from the task of adapting the organization to its external
environment while securing internal integration, provides the cultural paradigm which becomes
embedded if the organization succeeds in surviving its first stage of development. During this
first stage, members will typically also pay attention to differentiating the organization from
other organizations, and unless a crisis occurs, Schein finds, members will be reluctant to
deliberately change the culture. As the organization grows and expands, it may enter the midlife
stage over time.
The Midlife Stage
During this stage, the organization is established, and it increasingly has to make decisions
regarding how it will grow and where it will grow. The culture which was formed in the
previous stage has gradually become taken for granted. Thus, elements of the culture which
worked well for the organization in the first stage become embedded in the organization’s
structures, processes and routines, i.e. the organization’s ‘ways of doing things’. During this
stage, a change in leadership structure can often be observed. Consequently, in the transition
from the founding and early growth stage, the organization may experience conflict which has
to do with what elements of the culture members like or dislike. Furthermore, as the
organization grows, it becomes difficult to integrate the culture, and the question of whether it
is in fact a good thing for the organization to build a common culture arises among members of
the organization. Experiencing difficulties in solving its ‘tasks’ of adapting the organization to its
external environment while securing internal integration, the organization may be thrown into
different kinds of crises and may be faced with destructive internal power struggles, also
referred to by Greiner (1998) as crises of control, which again may ‘push’ the organization
towards the maturity and decline stage.
The Maturity and Decline Stage
This stage is sometimes reached when the organization is not able to grow either because it
has covered all relevant markets, because its products have become obsolete, or because
younger and more aggressive competitors have entered the scene. In many cases, in particular if
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the organization has been successful in the past regarding the assumptions it has had of ‘itself’
and the environment, members of the organization may face great difficulties in defining and
instigating new strategies that can help the organization survive and renew ‘itself’. Too much
pride and self-esteem originating in past successes (which are no longer useful) often creates, in
other words, anxiety and resistance to change, which in turn prevent new and needed
assumptions and values from being implemented. Schein proposed that to unfreeze the
situation and make the organization adaptive again, ‘strong new change managers’ are needed
to take the organization though a process which permits new assumptions to be implemented
and the organization to be renewed. This process often requires, Schein contended, a
turnaround which destroys the organization and the culture, and a reorganization, for example,
via a merger, an acquisition etc. During this turnaround, the change managers must provide
members of the organization with ‘physiological safety’ to prevent guilt and anxiety from
growing among members.
I realize that there are many and ongoing discussions concerning both the question of what
culture is, whether an organization has a culture, or is a culture, and if culture always ‘works’ to
adapt the organization to its external environment and integrate its internal processes (cf.
Martin, 2002). In any case, the purpose of using Schein’s framework is not to participate in
these discussions, as they are, as mentioned, considered outside the scope of this dissertation. I
find Schein’s framework useful primarily because, in keeping with the social constructionist
perspective which has been chosen for this study, it points to social interaction and culture as
foundational for the understanding of how people and organizations develop over time.
Schein’s framework concretely captured and conceptualized the empirical material I had
collected, allowing me to present my findings in a way that attended to both the chronology as
well as the evolutionary perspective. Using Schein’s framework as the overall organizing
principle, I now turn to describing the evolution of the AFOL community. In Chapter 8 I will
further discuss and relate the evolutionary stages to AFOLs’ meaning and innovation processes.
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Early 90s - Late 90s: The Founding and Early Growth Stage

‘The arena in 1994-1995 was small, cozy and personable. The people in
there, mostly intellectuals, often quite nerdy, were very happy to find
ANYONE who liked Lego’ (Informant I, 2005).

Before the Internet, AFOLs had a hard time finding one another. Thus, one AFOL compared
his search for other AFOLs to that of finding a needle in a haystack. AFOLs were, in other
words, hard to come by, and the LEGO hobby was mainly solitary. In 1985, a few North
American LEGO Train enthusiasts nevertheless managed to find one another and they formed
the first LEGO Train club, known as the CWC-CW LEGO Railroad.
…then came the Internet
By early 90s, using the Internet, AFOLs were suddenly able to connect in ways that had
previously not been possible. The Internet made it possible for people who were interested in
the LEGO hobby to search for likeminded others who were also interested in LEGO play and
products. Also, the Internet provided a way to overcome the often great physical distances
between AFOLs. However, mainstreaming of the Internet had still not taken place. The barriers
to entry were high and expert computer and programming skills were required to access and
make use of the Internet. People who were computer and programming experts, however,
broadly explored their newly acquired status as ‘citizens of Cyberspace’. Some of these people,
who were also into LEGO, created the online textual based Usenet discussion newsgroup:

alt.toys.lego (known by the abbreviation ATL) which would at that time become the main
online meeting place for people who liked LEGO.
Looking for the founder, the one person who ‘started it all’ is fruitless; there really was no

‘the one’. Instead, there were the computer and programming experts who in their broad
exploration of the Internet and its possibilities searched for literally anything that had their
interest, for example, LEGO. Over time, the otherwise loosely connected group of people who
were using ATL, developed more and more into a community based on a shared interest for
LEGO play and products. Thus, we may see the coining of the AFOL term in 1995 as one of
the first attempts by the AFOL community to explicitly state their own identity.
The ATL/RTL Days
In the beginning, the ATL newsgroup consisted only of a dozen AFOLs, and one needed only
to state that one liked LEGO to be instantly accepted by the other AFOLs on ALT. The
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number of posts on ALT was often under 100 per month, and one AFOL described ALT as:
‘dipping your toe into the water to see what it [the AFOL community] was like.’ Consequently,
posts tended to be introductory and very general.
Shortly after the formation of ALT, in January 1994, AFOLs who were active on ALT
decided to create a new and at that time technologically more advanced Usenet discussion
newsgroup: rec.toys.lego group (known by the abbreviation RTL). Compared to ATL, RTL was
a success in terms of driving traffic to the newsgroup. Thus, between the end of 1996 and mid1999 RTL had an average of 2,000 - 5,000 posts per month. Discussions on RTL typically
evolved around three topics: 1) My Own Creations (also referred to as MOCs, which are
AFOLs’ self-designed and self-created LEGO models46), 2) Selling and trading of LEGO
branded products, and 3) Topics of general interest, like a sale on LEGO products somewhere,
and where the store was located.
In the ATL and RTL days, retail distribution of LEGO products (particularly in North America)
was low and it was close to impossible to find retailers who carried a full LEGO assortment. As
there were no possibilities to shop online, AFOLs often had to travel great distances to find
and buy the LEGO products they wanted, or they had to rely on people they knew who could
shop for LEGO products for them in places that carried the desired assortment. Offering a
‘place’ which allowed AFOLs to trade, buy, and sell new or used LEGO products relatively
easily and cheaply (compared to buying LEGO products via traditional retail outlets), RTL
represented a huge improvement to AFOLs at that time. However, not all AFOLs benefited
from these improvements. Despite the fact that RTL was open to all, it was, as said, literally
impossible for non-computer experts, but also non-English speaking people, to access and use
RTL. Hence, in the early 90s, the AFOLs who benefited the most from the interactions and the
information which was made available on the Internet consisted of a small group of North
American males, who were either students at academic institutions and/or software
programmers, software designers, or technical specialists by trade.
Regarding ownership: nobody owned RTL, and the Usenet newsgroup was not moderated.
As such, RTL had no official leaders and no official rules guided the way AFOLs used RTL, the
46

MOCs, in other words, are not reproductions of the models the LEGO Group suggests on LEGO boxes and
other places. MOCs are personal creations which have been conceived by an AFOL or AFOLs; hence, the
emphasis is on My Own and the fact that they are self-designed and self-created. I use the term MOC broadly to
refer to any kind of creation that AFOLs have conceived. Thus besides the LEGO model which has been build out
of LEGO elements, a software program, a game etc. may also be called a MOC. However, for a thing or an idea to
be a MOC, it has to be conceived by AFOLs, it has to be My Own and not simply a reproduction of which is
already out there.
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way they interacted, and the way the newsgroup was structured. Instead, AFOLs were
encouraged to listen and learn from members who ‘through years of helpfulness and integrity,
had become de facto mentors’, as explained in RTL’s FAQ. Should AFOLs be tempted to ‘step
out of line’, for example, by going against the ‘de facto members’ they would, as is also
mentioned in RTL’s FAQ: ‘find it very difficult to receive assistance or barter for parts. They
eventually shape up or leave the group.’
Because there was no structure to the way RTL was organized, AFOLs’ posts were not
grouped or sorted in any way. Instead, all posts were shown on one (long) page. Hence,
metaphorically, RTL was like one big pile of posts, and new posts were simply added to the
pile. Consequently, as the number of posts grew, it became increasingly difficult to keep track
of what one considered relevant versus irrelevant posts. The piling up of posts gradually turned
RTL into what one AFOL called ‘one big mess’ where ‘ones voice would easily get lost’. Also,
the use of RTL as a marketplace for trading and selling LEGO products and elements had
begun to dominate the way RTL was being used, and the strong marketplace focus gradually
‘squeezed out’ more general talks about the LEGO hobby.
Crisis of Leadership
Towards what became the end of the founding and early growth stage, a crisis of leadership
occurred (Greiner, 1998). The crisis was brought about by RTL’s ‘one big mess’ in combination
with a growing discontent with the dominating selling/trading focus. There was, some AFOLs
felt, a need for a much stronger focus on what ‘we are here for’, i.e. ‘good old-fashioned
building discussions’, and to stop the drifting towards ’a more commercial/marketplace/auctions
type of atmosphere’ (Lugnet/Administrative/General/#11, 1998).
Thus, by the late 90s, some AFOLs felt that ‘something’ had to happen and ‘someone’ had to
take

leadership

in

order

to

‘move’

the

community

away

from

the

‘more

commercial/marketplace/auctions type of atmosphere’ towards more ‘good old-fashioned
building discussions’. That ‘someone’ became AFOLs Todd Lehman and Suzanne Rich Green,
and the ‘something’ which happened was the online forum Lugnet. As the next section will
show, the founding of Lugnet in 1998 became the answer to the problems AFOLs had with
RTL. The crisis which had led to a call for more leadership originated mainly in structural
problems that had to do with the inefficient ‘one big mess’ newsgroup, and less, if anything, to
do with cultural problems. In other words, what worked badly was ‘the one big mess’, not the
AFOL culture, i.e. the basic assumptions, the shared values of being an AFOL and the
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consciousness of kind which had begun to emerge among AFOLs. Thus, whereas the ‘one big
mess’ was deliberately abandoned by AFOLs, the AFOL culture largely survived the transition
from the founding and early growth stage to the next stage, where early growth continues but
where the AFOL community begins to show signs of entering the early midlife stage.
Late 90s – Mid-2000s: Early Growth Stage Continues. The Community Shows Signs of Entering
the Midlife Stage
‘The first year it was about 50+ people, maybe a bit more. We all really
got to know each other over the K8 pile of bricks on the floor. It has
grown a lot since then. That intimacy is gone, although it was nice, the
growth is wonderful because new people bring a fresh eye and new
ideas. I love it when someone relatively new to the group does
something differently with a piece that has been around for a long time.
And others say …’well why didn’t I think of that’... it’s humbling… a bit’
(Informant 13, 2003).

Towards mid to late 90s, the Internet developed rapidly in terms of quality, complexity (faster
connections, better graphic representations etc.), user penetration, and user frequency. Thus,
technological and easy-to-use advancements such as instant messaging systems and message
boards gradually lowered the entry barriers, resulting in a mainstreaming of the Internet. With
the mainstreaming, relative to the founding and early growth phase, more non-computer
literates found their way to the AFOL community. Consequently, the late 90s and into the
beginning of the 2000s represented the busiest and most productive era in the AFOL
community’s history. During this phase, in particular, Lugnet came to play a central role in the
development of the AFOL community.
Lugnet
Being tired of RTL’s increasingly cluttered ‘one big mess’, and believing that RTL had in general
become: ‘too big, too hostile, too political, too commercial, or too ethnocentric.’ (Lehman,
1997), AFOLs Lehman and Rich Green (known as the administrators of Lugnet and computer
experts themselves) decided to add structure and more communication-related dimensions to
AFOLs’ interactions. They felt that RTL had outgrown itself, and with Lugnet they wanted to
offer AFOLs an alternative ‘home’ which was more centered on the LEGO hobby and where
the marketplace function was merely one out of many functions:
‘It’s our belief that many people have drifted away from RTL over the
years as it shifted slowly away from good old-fashioned building
discussions (1993-94) into a more commercial/marketplace/auctions
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type of atmosphere (1995-98)…We’d like to see an alternative area on
the net that people can call home, and where they can have the
opportunity to return to smaller focus groups but still be able to
wander out into the greater community for a fresh change of scenery. I
love RTL, but I think it’s outgrown itself (Lugnet/Administrative/General/
#11, 1998).

In September 1998, Lugnet came online and offered membership47. The purpose of Lugnet
was to: 1) Help AFOLs share ideas by hosting a web of individualized homepages created by
members, 2) Provide access to a variety of topical and geographical LEGO User Groups
(known as LUGs), 3) Allow AFOLs to share information about LEGO products and LEGOrelated resources on the Internet, and finally, 4) Help AFOLs sell, buy, and trade LEGO sets
and elements by providing a more efficient ‘integrated marketplace’ (Lehman, 1997).
Moreover, Lugnet intended to open up to members outside North America. Thus, on

Lugnet.local AFOLs were offered a ‘space’ where they could communicate in their own
language.
Essentially, the core structure and functions of Lugnet have remained unchanged since
1998. Over time, however, the depth of each of Lugnet’s functions has increased considerably.
For example, between 1998 and 2005 the number of Lugnet newsgroups grew from 16 to 61,
and the ‘Everything LEGO’ section linked to over 500 different websites and online resources
of broad interest and relevance to the LEGO hobby. From the beginning, Lugnet was thus
both a destination in itself but also a gateway that linked AFOLs to even more LEGO related
experiences.
Compared to RTL, Lugnet’s much wider but organized structure allowed for specialization in
the sense that AFOLs who were into, for example, Trains, could have their own ‘corner’ on
Lugnet where they could submerge themselves in Trains and cultivate local interests that were
not shared by all AFOLs. Because of these options, Lugnet quickly became and continued to be
the most favored of AFOLs’ online forums. Thus, the survey (2005) showed that 68.1% of the
respondents frequently use (at least once a month) Lugnet, which makes Lugnet the most used
AFOL organization. Graph 5.1 gives an overview of number of official Lugnet members.
47

Applicants had to be over 18 years old or have permission from their parents to sign up. Lifetime membership
was $10 USD. However, additional donations were welcomed; as stated on Lugnet.com: ‘You pay what you think
is fair, based on what the value of Lugnet is to you.’ Lugnet’s administrators distinguished between ‘members’ and
‘users’. Members paid a membership fee. These members received an ID number and were able to create
membership profile pages and their own websites, rate and comment on LEGO sets, post messages faster etc.
Users who did not pay a membership fee had no access to, for example, an ID number, personal data,
membership profile pages etc. The administrators nevertheless wanted Lugnet to be accessible for all AFOLs, no
matter what membership status they had. Users were therefore allowed to post messages, and were able to access
the resources made available on Lugnet. Lugnet was funded via fees that came in from auctions, third-party
shipping services, and membership fees.
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Graph 5.1
Number of Lugnet members 1999-2007
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Figures provided by AFOL René Hoffmeister show that since 2003, Lugnet has had well over
150,000 unique visitors per month48. These figures clearly indicate that there are many more
people who are (to various degrees) interested in the LEGO hobby than e.g. Lugnet’s official
membership numbers indicate.
Whereas Lugnet’s structure and functions were aimed at ensuring that ‘your voice would not
get lost’ as it did in RTL’s ‘one big mess’, some AFOLs believed that Lugnet’s ‘smaller focus
group’ structure metaphorically ‘forced’ them into individual cliques instead of literally keeping
everyone on the same page the way RTL did. One AFOL described the transition from RTL to
Lugnet in this way:
‘It almost feels like I’ve gone from a small school, where everyone knew
everyone else, to a university, where small cliques are created by finite
and similar interests with little or no contact with anyone outside of the
clique’ (Lugnet/people/post # 251,1999).

48

A unique visitor is here defined as a user who, using a particular IP address, has not revisited the site within 60
minutes.
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Thus, to some AFOLs, the specialization that Lugnet offered was thought of as isolating AFOLs
in small and disconnected cliques. Nonetheless, a majority of AFOLs greatly welcomed the
structure and functions offered by Lugnet as they were perceived to be far more efficient than
the RTL newsgroup.
Compared to both ATL’s and RTL’s non-regulated and ownerless set-up, and similar to
other AFOL online forums and resources which later emerged, Lugnet had a formal ownership
structure and the administrators managed Lugnet via Terms of Service49 and a ‘time-

out’/suspension policy. Generally, however, the administrators wanted Lugnet to be free of
moderation and administrative interference. In other words, the administrators stated that they
relied on AFOLs to regulate themselves. Apparently this strategy worked well, and for a long
period of time AFOLs perceived Lugnet to be ‘the friendliest place on the Internet’. During
2002, however, for unknown reasons Lugnet experienced a series of flaming attacks50, yet only
in rare cases did the administrators deem it necessary to ‘time-out’ or suspend members.

1000steine
Around the same time Lugnet was formed, German AFOL René Hoffmeister founded the
German language online forum 1000steine. There were, and still are many similarities between
the two online forums: Both facilitate AFOLs’ online discussions, they cater to many aspects
and interests of the LEGO hobby, and message boards can be accessed by all nationalities.
Whereas Lugnet attracted AFOLs from all over the world, 1000steine was used mainly by
German-speaking AFOLs, primarily from Germany, Austria, Switzerland and the Netherlands,
with a few members from Poland, Luxemburg, and USA. In size, the two online forums
represented some of the most visited forums in the AFOL community. Thus, since 1000steine’s
beginning in 1998, 25,000,000 people have visited the site, and consequently both Lugnet and
1000steine can rightfully be described as online global clubhouses.

49

Potential members were asked to comply with Lugnet’s Terms of Service. Compared to RTL’s rules, Lugnet’s
ToS were much more detailed. Among other things, they specified the type of information one was allowed to
forward and share with other AFOLs and what users and members could expect from using Lugnet.
50
‘Flaming is the act of posting messages that are deliberately hostile and insulting, usually in the social context of a
discussion board on the Internet. A flame may have elements of a normal message, but is distinguished by its intent.
A flame is typically not intended to be constructive, to further clarify a discussion, or to persuade other people. The
motive for flaming is often not dialectic, but rather social or psychological. Sometimes, flamers are attempting to
assert their authority, or establish a position of superiority. Occasionally, flamers wish to upset and offend other
members of the forum, in which case they are trolls. Most often however, flames are angry or insulting messages
transmitted by people who have strong feelings about a subject. Finally, some consider flaming to be a great way to
let off steam, though the receiving party may be less than pleased’ (Wikipedia.org, 2006).
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Around the same time as Lugnet and 1000steine were formed, or shortly after, a number of
other organizations were also established. They gave AFOLs access to different kinds of online
forums, resources and physical meeting places of importance to the LEGO hobby. Table 5.1
offers an overview of these organizations.
Table 5.1
AFOLs’ organizations between the late 90s-early 2000s

Organization

Function

Characteristic

Online forums

Global clubhouses

These large-scale online forums enabled AFOLs to communicate online.
Online forums typically had many and different newsgroups. They featured
membership profiles, links to other forums/resources, and FAQs. Also, they
offered a wealth of information of both historical and contemporary interest.
Metaphorically, online forums therefore resembled a global clubhouse where
AFOLs could ‘hang out’ and discuss their hobby with likeminded others,
‘shop’ for information, and follow the announcements which were being
made about new MOCs etc.

Online resources

Resources which
support the LEGO
hobby

Provided access to information and resources which supported and/or
developed certain aspects of the hobby, hence the term ‘resources’. Online
resources were specialized, that is, they typically focused on a narrowly
defined interest area or function.

LUGs

Local clubhouses

Provided a forum, often represented both online and offline, where AFOLs
met in smaller and localized groups. Compared to LTCs and MUGs, LUGs
represented general interest groups. As such they did not focus on a
particular LEGO theme, or a particular part of the LEGO hobby. LUGs
resembled the classical club concept, where people who shared an interest
or a given hobby met regularly.

Local clubhouses for
Train enthusiasts

Provided a forum, often represented both online and offline, where AFOLs
who had a particular interest in LEGO Trains could meet. Thus, LTCs shared
similarities with the classical hobby concept where a particular interest area is
explored in depth. LTCs tended to be event driven, that is, AFOLs often got
together to do Train shows and display their work to the public.

Local clubhouses for
LEGO
Mindstorms/robotics
enthusiasts

Provided a forum, often represented both online and offline, where AFOLs
who had a particular interest in LEGO Mindstorms could met. Thus, MUGs
shared similarities with the classical hobby concept where a particular interest
area was explored in depth. Like LTCs, MUGs tended to be event driven and
meetings were often organized around running competitions.

Community
events

Annual get-togethers

Face-to-face events that gathered large groups of AFOLs in different
countries. Typically, these events took place once a year. Community events
differed in their scope and content. Some were centered on a particular
theme, like the train shows. Others were more general and involved many
aspects of the LEGO hobby. Some were open to the public, others only
involved AFOLs.

Personal websites

The individual AFOL’s
voice and ‘show
window’

Represented the individual AFOL’s perspective on the LEGO hobby. Often
the personal websites told a story about the owner and showed pictures and
descriptions of the owner’s MOCs.

Yahoo! Groups

Niche interest areas
and topics

These online groups were very focused in their orientations, e.g. some were
formed around a specific interest in for example train stations, ships, and
weapons. Yahoo! Groups were typically un-moderated and often required
registration to participate.

LEGO Users
Groups

LTCs

LEGO Train
Clubs
MUGs

LEGO
Mindstorms
User Groups
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The organizations described in Table 5.1 can also be plotted on two dimensions: An
online/offline dimension and a broad/focused orientation (i.e. whether the organization
appealed to many facets of the LEGO hobby, or whether it was more focused), see Figure 5.1:
Figure 5.1
AFOLs’ organizations
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To a large extent, many of the new organizations were initiated and owned by AFOLs who
had been around since the ATL and RTL times. Whereas these AFOLs clearly played a central
role in establishing many of the AFOL community’s organizations, fundamentally the
technological advancements and improvements offered by the Internet and other information
related technologies became the linchpin that over a very short period of time transformed the
LEGO hobby from being solitary and private to becoming a hobby that involved both social
and global dimensions, which gave access to all kinds of information and resources. Thus, locally
as well as globally, online forums, online resources, LUGs, LTCs etc. popped up and provided a
wealth of opportunities for AFOLs to connect, socialize, and exchange information and ideas.
Together, the many organizations established the AFOL community as a network of more or
less linked organizations that varied greatly in size and orientation.
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AFOLs generally characterized the AFOL mentality around that time as being centered on a
‘go-ahead’ approach to things. For example, if someone wanted to show a LEGO Train layout
at a national Train convention, make a website, or arrange community events, they went for it.
In an interview, one AFOL described his experiences by metaphorically pointing to lots of
smaller boats rowing fast in the same direction. The boats were described as going fast.
However, the final destination was not completely clear, and neither were the expectations as
to what could be achieved by rowing so fast. Instead, the dominant attitude was: As long as it is
fun, it is fine! Thus, passion rather than structure and logic guided the AFOL community’s
growth. This was especially true in the beginning of this development stage, where AFOLs who
had a particular interest would join forces with likeminded others and quickly establish
whatever they felt necessary and relevant.
The AFOL community had no center and no steering committee deciding what needed to be
done. Instead, the AFOL community was, and continues to be, an aggregation or, as mentioned
before, a network of independent and more or less linked organizations:
‘We are not just one ‘LEGO Community,’ but many ‘LEGO
communities.’ This is based a lot on what group(s) people identify with.
While there’s a LUGNET community, including the people who are
active here, ‘we’ (I use that lightly with me, since I don't want to identify
with ‘just’ LUGNET) are not the center of the LEGO universe. In fact, I
don't think there is a center’ (Lugnet/General/# 41743/2003).

What tied the different organizations together, however, was AFOLs’ shared experiences of
belonging to a ‘real world clubhouse’, as one AFOL called it. In other words, AFOLs thought of
the individual organizations as adding up to a ‘real world clubhouse’. The ‘real world clubhouse’
was, as said, not be led by a central steering committee, and its components sometimes had
different and conflicting viewpoints on the way ‘things should be done’. Nevertheless, as will be
showed in the following, many of AFOLs’ organizations were functionally linked to one another,
and this interconnectedness created use-related benefits for AFOLs that again reinforced the
experience of the individual organizations being related. Moreover, the experience of
interconnectedness, which in this case also compares to experiences of consciousness of kind
(Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001), was also, as will be shown in the next chapter, reinforced by AFOLs’
shared understandings of the LEGO brand and their mutual experiences of being
misunderstood by non-LEGO people.
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Besides the online forums, the ‘real world clubhouse’ also comprised the LUGs, the LTCs, the
MUGs, the online resources, and the community events that were arranged by AFOLs. These
organizations are introduced in the following.
LUGs, LTCs and MUGs
Compared to online forums such as Lugnet, LUGs, LTCs and MUGs were: 1) Centered on a
particular state or area (like WAMALUG, the Washington D.C. Metropolitan Area LEGO

Users Group, and NGLTC, the North Georgia LEGO Train Club), or 2) They were centered
on a country (such as the Danish Byggepladen and the Dutch De Bouwsteen).
LUGs, LTCs and MUGs were often represented in an online (for example on Lugnet.local)
and offline context, and provided an opportunity for AFOLs to meet, show their work, have
fun, compete (in the case of MUGs), and cultivate their hobby. The number of members of
these organizations is not known. However, based on my observations, I estimate that on
average a LUG, LTC, or MUG consists of between 30-100 AFOLs.
Besides providing social benefits, such as the chance to meet with likeminded others, AFOLs
thought of these organizations as being effective at, for example, organizing large quantity
purchases of LEGO products, arranging exhibitions, and giving access to sponsored resources
which were needed when creating, for example, huge LEGO creations or layouts for public
display. AFOLs also thought of their organizations as increasing their chances of being heard by
‘outsiders’. For example, many AFOLs who were interested in 9 volt LEGO Trains wanted the
LEGO Group to keep launching new and interesting Train sets and to develop the existing
Train system further. Recently, some AFOLs have formed the website: Save 9V Trains which
intends to prevent the 9V trains from being replaced by a new Train standard (see appendix 3,
CD-Rom for examples of some of the campaign materials AFOLs created).
Typically, a few AFOLs often assumed leadership and management responsibility of the
organizations. For example, if there were bylaws and codes of conduct, these AFOLs would
typically author these documents. Furthermore, they often managed day-to-day activities such
as: maintaining and updating the website, calling for meetings51, communicating community
announcements, organizing shopping trips and excursions, overseeing memberships and the

51

More established LUGs and LTCs typically had meetings each month. Other less established organizations
would meet ad hoc. Meeting dates and places were announced on the LUG’s or LTC’s webpage, and newcomers
who made their presence known on these webpages were typically encouraged to show up at these meetings.
MUGs were often organized around meeting dates where members met to compete with their robots.
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(relatively limited) revenues that came from membership fees and donations. At more official
occasions, e.g. at community events, community leaders would often also have an overall
organizing and coordinating role.
Not all LUGs, LTCs, and MOCs however, had leadership structures, bylaws, or offered
membership as such. For example, as stated on ItLUG’s webpage:
‘ItLUG is an independent Lego® Users Group. It's open to anybody
who wants to belong to it, with no distinction of age, gender, race,
political or religious beliefs. The only point that its members share is
their common addiction to Lego® bricks… ItLUG has no legal
structure… ItLUG doesn't want to annoy its members with frequent email messages. For this reason the social life of the group is uniquely
based on the discussions that take place in our own newsgroup on
LUGNET™. Spontaneous occasional meetings may be organized
through the newsgroups themselves’ (ItLUG.maino.org, August 2005).

Like the Italian AFOLs, German AFOLs chose not to be organized in many regional LUGs.
During interviews, German AFOLs explained that they did not see the need for, nor did they
have the time for what a German AFOL considered to be a second job (besides his
professional job) writing and maintaining bylaws, organizing meetings, enforcing rules etc.
Instead, German AFOLs focused their efforts on building one organization: 1000steine, the
attitude being that the LEGO hobby is supposed to be fun and focus on play rather than duties
that have to be done. If people wanted to get together personally, or form LUGs, LTCs, or
MUGs it was therefore up to them, and not the bigger organizations like 1000steine, to
organize it.
With regard to membership, every third AFOL who participated in the survey (2005)
responded that he or she belonged to a LUG. Other figures provided by the LEGO Group
showed that close to every second AFOL belonged to either a LUG or a LTC (The LEGO
Group, 2004). It is not known how many AFOLs belonged to a MUG. Table 5.2 gives an
overview of the number of known LUGs, LTCs and MUGs and the year of their foundation:
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Tabel 5.2
Number of LUGs, LTCs and MUGs

LUGs

Before
1997
NA

1997/
1999
11

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

13

10

8

9

2

NA

Total
2006
62

LTCs

1

6

4

6

NA

22

MUGs

NA

1

1

NA

5

2
2

Sources: ‘LUG & LTC dates of formation’ Lehman, 2003.‘1st LEGO Train Summit’, overview of LTCs, ILTCO,
August 22, 2005. Lugmap, Lugnet, 2006. It should be noted that some LUGs serve a double function by also being
LTCs. For example, FreeLug (the French Enthusiast LEGO Users Group) and NELUG (the New England LEGO
Users Group) are also train clubs. In reality, the number of Train clubs is therefore somewhat higher than the 22
clubs that officially bear the name LTC.

80% of the LUGs and LTCs formed between 1997-2004 were North American. The remaining
20% were formed in countries such as France (FreeLUG), the Netherlands (De Bouwsteen,

LowLUG), Italy (ItLUG), Australia (LegOz, BUGS), Japan (EJLTC, LEGO-MUG), Poland (PLUG),
Denmark (Byggepladen), United Kingdom (The Brickish Association), and Sweden (SweLUG).
Some, like SweLUG and ItLUG, used Lugnet’s local newsgroups as their ‘home’. Many LUGs
and LTCs also had their own individual webpage with their own message boards and graphical
identities which were shown on webpages and printed on T-Shirts and banners, see Figure 5.2:
Figure 5.2
Examples of LUGs’ and LTCs’ graphical identities

LUGs

LTCs
LTCs

Comparing the LUGs’ graphical identities with the LTCs’ (to the right), we see that although
the identities vary greatly, LUGs’ graphical identities are generally closer to that of the LEGO
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Group, i.e. many LUGs use identical colors and integrate the LEGO brick into many of their
logos. LTCs, on the other hand, ‘borrow’ graphical elements and symbols from the Train
universe for their identities, and only few of the logos shown have references to the LEGO
brand.
Whereas LUGs, LTCs, and MUGs can be seen as providing different kinds of local clubhouses,
the online resources offered different kinds of support to AFOLs’ LEGO hobby.
Online Resources
Online resources provided access to different kinds of information and resources which
supported the LEGO hobby. Each in their way the resources enabled AFOLs to add more
experiences to their hobby. Table 5.3 shows the online resources which were used most
frequently by AFOLs (survey, 2005).
Table 5.3
Top four most used online resources
Organization

Function

Frequently
used

Unique visitors/
hits since beginning

BrickShelf

‘Virtual photo
album’

74.6%

FBTB52

‘Go to place’ for
Star Wars fans

68.2%

NA

BrickLink

‘Grey’ LEGO
market

61.6%

NA

Peeron

Overview of the
LEGO System

44.5%

390,000 unique visitors
23,000,000 hits

320,000 unique visitors
20,000,000 hits

Characteristic
Functioned like a virtual ‘photo album’ where
AFOLs could store and retrieve scans and
visual material of LEGO building instructions,
catalogs, personal MOCs etc.
(From Bricks To Bothans). Provided a site for
AFOLs who shared a common interest in the
LEGO Star Wars product line.
Served the function of offering an online
venue on which AFOLs (and others) could
set up small shops via which new and used
LEGO products and elements were bought
and sold.
Functioned as an inventory database that
listed most well-known LEGO elements.

Sources: Survey, 2005: ‘What online AFOL sites do you frequently use (that is, at least once a month)?’ Figures
concerning: Unique visitors/hits since the beginning, were provided by Steve Witt, the LEGO Group, 2006.

FBTB stands for: From Bricks to Bothans. In the Star Wars films, a Bothan is described as a feline humanoid
species that excels at espionage. The Bothan Spy Net was credited for stealing Death Star plans in the films.

52
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Brickshelf - ‘Virtual Photo Album’
Originally, BrickShelf was known as kl.net. kl.net was created by AFOL Kevin Loch in 1998 as he
wanted a ‘place’ to store digital scans of LEGO produced building instructions and catalogs. In
1999, kl.net was re-named BrickShelf. BrickShelf was, and continues to be, supported by private
sponsors, text ads, and voluntary contributions from members.
In 2000, BrickShelf began hosting personal galleries. Concretely it meant that AFOLs got
access to free webspace that they could use to showcase digitalized pictures and rendered
images of MOCs, building instructions which AFOLs themselves had created, photos of
community events, and all sorts of other materials. In May 2006, BrickShelf stored close to
136,000 personal galleries and close to 1.3 million individual files comprising the digital and
rendered materials which had been uploaded by AFOLs.
All these folders and files are organized according to 16 Standard Gallery Categories, such as:
MOCs, Train, Technic, Town, Space etc. Exploring the various folders and files, AFOLs gain free
access to literally hundreds of thousands of different kinds of materials created, documented,
and uploaded by AFOLs. As such, BrickShelf compares to an extremely rich ‘photo album’.

FBTB - ‘Go-to place’ for Star Wars Fans
In 1999, the LEGO Group launched what became the most successful LEGO product line ever
to be produced in the history of the firm. The hugely successful LEGO Star Wars product line
came to play a key role in recruiting many AFOLs back into the LEGO hobby. The year of the
LEGO Star Wars product launch, AFOL Tim Saupé announced the FBTB site on
Lugnet.starwars, where all discussions regarding the Star Wars theme took place. In the
beginning, the FBTB site offered AFOLs the possibility to upload and share pictures of their Star
Wars MOCs. Gradually, FBTB became the preferred site for LEGO Star Wars fans, and the site
soon featured all sorts of information and resources that were considered of relevance to Star
Wars fans. FBTB had moderated message boards, where members shared their viewpoints and
interests in the LEGO Star Wars product line and universe. Also, AFOLs freely shared building
instructions they had created themselves. Rooted in the philosophy of ‘Members Helping
Other Members’, FBTB’s ‘marketplace’ helped LEGO Star Wars fans get in contact with other
fans who wanted to trade or sell LEGO Star Wars sets or LEGO elements. The ‘marketplace’
also had an Internet Price Guide which allowed users to browse through the different vendors
to see what LEGO Star Wars sets were on sale and where. All in all, FBTB provides a ‘go-to
place’ for LEGO Star Wars fans of all ages. In December, 2006 FBTB had 3,598 members, and
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like Lugnet, most members were North American (according to a survey done by FBTB
member BlueMoose in 2003, over 70% of FBTB members were North American).

BrickLink – Grey LEGO Market
In June 2000, around the same time as the LEGO Group announced the LEGO World Shop
online (what later became LEGO Shop@Home), BrickBay (as BrickLink was known as) came
online with 15 individually owned shops and a total number of 1,714 items being sold (an item
was for example a used or new LEGO element, a LEGO set, a LEGO minifigure, a T-Shirt, etc.)
All items on sale had originally been bought from the LEGO Group, and BrickLink offered a
venue for selling or buying used or new LEGO products.
BrickBay was owned and operated by AFOLs whose names are not known. Like Lugnet,
BrickBay was funded by fees and donations by users. In 2002, BrickBay changed its name to
BrickLink. To be accepted as a member of BrickLink, one had to be able to form legally binding
contracts under applicable law. Once accepted as a member, one could buy or sell LEGO sets
and elements, search for products, and chat with other sellers and buyers. In December 2006,
there were 2,383 individual stores on BrickLink and close to 60 million LEGO items were up for
sale. Although concrete sales figures and the number of unique visitors were not announced
publicly, judging from the number of items being ordered, which was close to 1,000,000 in
February 2003, BrickLink clearly had a significant percentage of the sales of LEGO elements and
products. Unconfirmed sources estimate that the value of the LEGO products sold on BrickLink
represents approximately 25% of the total sales of LEGO products made by the LEGO Group
to AFOLs.

Peeron – Overview of LEGO Elements and Sets
In 1999, AFOLs Dan and Jennifer Boger launched Peeron. Membership registration was free
and open to all. Like Lugnet and BrickLink, Peeron relied on fees and donations from BrickShelf
sellers who had links to their stores on Peeron.
On Peeron, AFOLs got an overview of most of the LEGO sets, elements, and building
instructions that the LEGO Group had produced and brought to market. As such the function
of Peeron compared to that of an extensive inventory database. Over time, Peeron registered
and inventoried over 8,800 unique LEGO elements and 4,500 LEGO sets. Peeron also
provided parts-to-sets cross-references and lists of LEGO elements by color and year. From
the beginning, Peeron linked to Lugnet’s LEGO Set Database. This link made it possible for
Lugnet members to electronically import their private lists of LEGO sets that they owned (and
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which they had registered on Lugnet) to Peeron. Once imported to Peeron, AFOLs were able
to generate lists of the specific LEGO elements they had in their collection. Lists like these were
used, for example, to check for the LEGO elements one needed to create a particular MOC. If
one was missing a certain LEGO element, this could easily be found via links to BrickShelf
sellers that carried the particular element. Creating overviews of AFOLs’ often quite substantial
collections of LEGO sets and elements and providing easy ways to supplement one’s collection
with needed elements, the interconnectedness between AFOLs’ resources provided great userelated benefits to AFOLs. As previously discussed, this interconnectedness further contributed
to creating the ‘real world clubhouse’ experience.
In April, 2005, the LEGO Group allowed Peeron to be linked directly to the LEGO Group’s
internal inventory database. Up until that time, Peeron had relied on AFOLs’ drawings (which
were done by CAD software programs), photographs of the LEGO elements and inventory
lists on each and individual LEGO set, and although Peeron’s inventories were quite extensive,
they were not complete. With the link to the LEGO Group’s database, Peeron was now able
to obtain 100% accurate data about the LEGO sets which had been produced.
In sum, Brickshelf offered an opportunity to broadly showcase one’s work and to be inspired by
other AFOLs’ work, FBTB offered a destination where AFOLs could indulge in things and
experiences that had to do with the Star Wars universe, and BrickLink gave easy access to
selling or buying whatever LEGO elements and LEGO branded products one had too many of
or needed to buy. Finally, Peeron provided an overview and a service that enabled AFOLs to
manage their use and knowledge of the complex LEGO System in more efficient and precise
ways. These resources, together with other resources created by AFOLs, significantly improved
and expanded the LEGO hobby. They enabled AFOLs to become better and more creative
builders, and they socially connected AFOLs who previously had no one to share their hobby
with. The same was true for the community events AFOLs arranged.
Community Events
AFOLs who were interested in a specific theme or variation of the LEGO hobby often had
difficulties finding more than a handful of likeminded others within the LUG, LTC, or MUG.
Basically, the annual community events offered an opportunity to get together with more
people who shared the same interest53. One of the first community events was the BrickFest
53

Other events, such as LEGOWORLD in the Netherlands, the largest public LEGO event in the world with over
40,000 visitors, were organized by the LEGO Group together with other firms whose products were also targeted
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held in Arlington, VA, USA in 2000. BrickFest was inspired by the MIT event: MindFest - A

Festival of Designing, Inventing, and Learning which some AFOLs, who were also MIT students,
had attended. The purpose of BrickFest was ‘simply to organize a gathering so LEGO
enthusiasts could meet in person and share ideas’, as it said in the Program Guide (BrickFest
2003).
The first BrickFest had a little over 60 participants. In 2006, the number of participating AFOLs
had grown to over 400, see Table 5.4:
Table 5.4
Number of AFOLs and members of the public attending BrickFest
2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

Participants
(approximately)

60

150

180

220

250

330

417

Visitors
(paid a $5USD
entrance fee)

Closed
event

Closed
event

Closed
event

>1,000

>2,000

>3,000

NA

Source: 2000-2005 figures provided by Brickiwiki.org, 2006. 2006 figure were provided by Tormod Askildsen, the
LEGO Group, 2006.

In 2004, 97% of the AFOLs who participated in BrickFest came from North America and the
remaining 3% came from Australia and Europe. Over 20 LUGs, LTCs and MUGs participated in
the BrickFest, see Figure 5.3 for a section of the BrickFest 2004 program:

towards children. Over the years, the LEGO Group has had extensive help from the Dutch De Bouwsteen.
LEGOWORLD has given German and Dutch AFOLs a unique chance to display their MOCs and layouts to a large
audience and played an important role in recruiting new members to 1000Steine and ‘De Bouwsteen’.
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Figure 5.3
A section of the BrickFest 2004 Event Program

Source: BrickFest Program, 2004
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More than 50 BrickFest workshops addressed diverse topics as: ‘Show and tell’ sessions (where
AFOLs presented MOCs and larger LEGO displays, and told about the design process and the
details of the creations), roundtable discussions and sessions where AFOLs discussed specific
interests of the hobby (like Trains, Space, Castle, Mosaic building, Micro-scale building, and the
virtual 3D software program LDraw). The workshops were typically headed by one or more
AFOLs who had volunteered to give a presentation on a given topic of interest to AFOLs. The
presenter often had expert knowledge within a given field and the purpose of the workshops
was to share knowledge and meet with people with similar interests. BrickFest workshops also
featured speed building competitions between a North American AFOL team and a European
AFOL team, auctions, and talks by invited key note speakers from the LEGO Group. For an
impression of the North American based BrickFest and the German based 1000Steineland, see
figure 5.4 (see appendix 3, CD-Rom which shows more pictures of North American, German,
and Danish community events).
Figure 5.4
Photos from BrickFest and 1000Steineland

Source: BrickFest photos by Yun Mi Antorini, Tormod Askildsen, and unknown AFOLs who had posted their
photos at Lugnet, 2003, 2004, 2005. Photos from BrickFest 2004 by Calum Tsang.
Photos from 1000steineland 2003 by Tormod Askildsen and unknown AFOLs who had posted their photos at
1000steine.de.
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The Danish Byggefest, the Swedish SweLUG-Fest, the Italian Legofest, the Scottish ScotFest, the
British LegoFestival, and the French Summer AFOLs day exemplify some of the smaller
community events (in terms of numbers of participants) that have been held around the world.
In regard to the various community events’ structure and content, variations were often a
matter of degree. For exmple, whereas the different community events mirrored the lifecycle
stage of the local organizations54, I found many similarities between the Danish, German and
North American community events. Thus, community events typically lasted a weekend, had a
local orientation (i.e. rarely did AFOLs from other countries participate in the community
events), featured presentations and ‘show and tell’ sessions, and had various kinds of
competitions and games. Over time, some of these events turned into rituals and traditions. For
example, the opening ceremony, the Dirty Brickster (where AFOLs brought a LEGO related
item valued at $10 USD and participated in a gift exchange), the speed building competition,
going out for dinner at nights, the group photo, and the closing ceremony, which involved a
Q&A session with LEGO employees, all exemplify recurring rituals and traditions which I
observed in a Danish, a North American, and German context.
Around the same time as AFOLs were actively engaged in building the different ‘components’
of the AFOL community, much to many AFOLs’ surprise, the LEGO Group suddenly came
online at Lugnet.
End of 1999: The LEGO Group Enters the Scene
Towards the end of 1999, Senior Vice President and head of the newly established LEGO
Direct division (direct-to-consumer sales) Brad Justus was given permission by the Lugnet
administrators to post the LEGO Group’s first official message to AFOLs, see box 5.1:

For example, the Danish Byggepladen was a young LUG with few members to begin with. Thus, the first
community event held by Byggepladen had few participants and therefore also relatively fewer LEGO related
activities and displayed MOCs and LEGO layouts. Already a year later, however, as the number of members had
grown, the community event included more MOCs and LEGO displays to look at.
54

141

THE AFOL COMMUNITY FROM THE EARLY 90S - TODAY

Box 5.1
Introducing LEGO Direct
Subject:
Author:

Introducing LEGO Direct
Brad Justus

Newsgroups: TUTUlugnet.generalUUTT, TUTUlugnet.announceUUTT, TUTUlugnet.dear-legoUUTT
Followup-To: TUTUlugnet.generalUUTT, TUTUlugnet.dear-legoUUTT
Date:

Thu, 9 Dec 1999 21:37:17 GMT

From:

‘Brad Justus’ <legodirect@lego.com>

To LEGO enthusiasts everywhere:
We hope that we are the bearer of some holiday cheer for you all. For those of you who have felt that your love for LEGO was
unrequited, this is a new day. With this missive, the LEGO Group asks to open a dialogue with you, our consumers. Whether you
are an AFOL, or a parent purchasing a first DUPLO set, or a KABOB (Kid with a Bunch of Bricks – we just made that up), here
are some words that should gladden your hearts: We are listening. And more than that, we will endeavor to be very responsive
to your needs and desires. We want to have the best possible relationships with all of you who want to have a relationship with
us. That is what LEGO Direct – our new direct-to-you communications and commerce channel (which I am heading) is all about.
LEGO Direct embraces all the company’s direct-to-consumer efforts on a global basis, both on- and off-line: Shop@Home, our
Internet presence(s), e-commerce, LEGO clubs worldwide, community building activities, and more.
In creating this new enterprise for the company, we take one more step towards reaching our strategic intent: we want to be the
strongest brand in the world amongst families by the year 2005. It’s a very bold goal, and one that we believe we can reach – but
only if we are capable of listening and responding to the people who buy our products. You. Hence the creation of LEGO Direct.
As a first step, we at LEGO Direct want to participate actively in these newsgroups from now on – that is, if such participation is
something that you want. Please realize that it will take some months for all our new efforts to be fully visible – we will be
redesigning our entire Web operation (as well as our offline direct services), and intend to have the first release ready for you by
late next Summer. But here’s a little preview that we think you’ll like: we are planning to make bulk ordering – albeit initially in a
restricted format – available by then.
We are right now in the process of establishing new office space in New York and expanding the LEGO Direct staff. It will take a
little time, so please understand that we’re not yet able to handle a deluge of incoming e-mail – but we’ll be happy to engage in a
dialogue with you in these forums. We will do our very best to respond to everything that we can in a timely manner. We want
to be a company with whom you want to be involved. We want to be the company you’d like us to be. And to do that, we need
your input. What do you love? What do you hate? How can we help you? Tell us – we want your input. We know you’ve got a
lot to say – we’ve been reading your postings for a little while now. We are very encouraged by the commitment and intensity of
the LEGO community online – and that includes AFOLs. Perhaps, if traffic warrants it, we ought to consider creating a new
newsgroup (or simply reformat lugnet.dear-lego) to serve as the online communication-to-LEGO channel. It’s up to you.
We cannot tell you how excited we are to be working with you all. We hope you are equally encouraged by the renewed
commitment we are making to you. We look forward to a very rewarding collaboration.
Happy Holidays. And Play Well.
– Brad
Brad Justus
Senior Vice President, LEGO Direct

With the post, besides introducing the new business unit LEGO Direct, Brad Justus, who was a
long-time AFOL himself, intended to bring an end to the otherwise frustrating and bitter years
where AFOLs had been rejected by the LEGO Group who wanted no contact with them.
Because of AFOLs’ older age, compared to the children the LEGO Group was otherwise
targeting with their products and marketing activities, they had not been acknowledged as ‘real’
customers by the LEGO Group. Instead, AFOLs were internally referred to as a ‘shadow
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market’, i.e. a market that was there, but which was not catered to or serviced in any way.
Anecdotes which were shared among AFOLs told that in the early 90s the only contact that
existed between AFOLs and the LEGO Group consisted of lawsuit threats against AFOLs who
used or displayed LEGO logos or trademarks on their personal websites. Many AFOLs had
therefore come to think of the LEGO Group as an ‘unresponsive and impenetrable monolith’,
as one AFOL phrased it. Thus, the first reactions to Brad Justus’ post were mixed, as the
responses below illustrate:
‘Brad, Well, this is interesting, but I have a hard time believing this.
Maybe I am too sceptical. I think the majority of AFOLs here are
frustrated with TLC’s [The LEGO Company’s] lack of attention to us
and our needs/wants/desires’ (Lugnet/General/#11602, 1999).
‘Well hello! I didn’t think you guys really cared about us AFOLs, but I’ll
be the first to admit I was wrong and am glad to be. Welcome on
board the LUGNET juggernaut and get ready for a wild ride. This is one
active community with many different voices. We all love you so it
should be a warm feeling at first, but we can be demanding’
(Lugnet/General/#11605, 1999).
‘Waaahoo!!! Glad to hear from you, Brad, and Happy Holidays to you
and yours!! This does indeed mark a GREAT Day! Thanks for letting us
know the Plans and Welcome to Lugnet!!’ (Lugnet/General/#11608,
1999).

Some AFOLs tried to respond directly to Brad Justus’ mail, but failed to get the mail through.
As their mails bounced back, the situation created some confusion and Brad Justus’ and LEGO
Direct’s existence was questioned:
‘WE HAVE ALL BEEN SHAFTED!!!!!!!!!!!! How gullible are we all--I guess
very much so. After all, the email address looked official enough. And
we all want our greatest wishes to come true. But I think we all got
burned!!!! I personally did not post a response to the introduction on
RTL or Lugnet because my level of cynicism and skepticism held me
back. Perhaps these were good instincts. Lego has never cared about
us before, why should they now--regardless of how strong a brand they
want to have in the next few years. TLC has never had an accessible
email address--now all of a sudden they open themselves up to accept
email rants by the thousands!! Highly unlikely. The introduction told us
that Lego Direct is not quite ready to handle our deluge of
requests. This sounded fishy--any corporate move that occurs without
being totally prepared can bring unexpected problems and disaster. I
don't think that TLC would operate this way. To the individual(s) that
cooked up this hoax: MAY YOU BURN IN HE__ !!!!!!!!’ (Lugnet/Dear
LEGO/#707, 1999).
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‘Hello, I was just wondering how we know Brad is really a rep for lego?
And what Lego direct really is for if it exist? I mean has he given any
conclusive proof he is a rep besides the signature? I'm not being a jerk
just curious about if this is true or not? I would hate to get my hopes up
on a lie. He hasn't seemed to respond much, for one that wants an
open dialog with us? Please feel free to respond with any info or
opinions’ (Lugnet/Dear LEGO/#1184, 1999).

Brad Justus quickly confirmed both his and LEGO Direct’s existence, and discussions regarding
the ‘fishy’ sound of the post soon died out. As Brad Justus focused on establishing the LEGO
Direct organization, Tormod Askildsen began to organize the LEGO Community Development

Group that in the years to come would establish more direct contacts between the LEGO
Group and the AFOL community. In 2000, Askildsen hired Jake McKee. McKee was an avid
North American AFOL himself, and his job was to function as a liaison connecting the LEGO
Group and the AFOL community. Later, the LEGO Community Development group had four
more employees focus on managing the interactions between the LEGO Group and AFOLs.
In the beginning, McKee mostly used the online forums and online resources to connect
with AFOLs. As the number of LUCs and LTCs grew and became more established, McKee
and Askildsen traveled the world to participate in AFOL community events and club meetings.
Often they were invited as keynote speakers and as LEGO representatives in Q&A sessions.
Many AFOLs believed that McKee’s and Askildsens’s online and direct presence put a face on
the firm that had not been there before. Combined with the ‘Dear LEGO’ section on Lugnet
where AFOLs could write open letters to the LEGO Group, not necessarily to be read by
anyone at LEGO, as it said on Lugnet, the new forms of interaction gave AFOLs an opportunity
to directly address the issues that were of interest to them. Typically, Q&A sessions evolved
around the level of service that AFOLs received from LEGO Shop@Home, quality problem
issues, new LEGO sets, questions about LEGO elements, requests for special LEGO models
etc.
The interactions between the LEGO Group and AFOLs continued, and in 2002/2003 the
LEGO Group invited North American LUGs to participate in corporate sponsored events such
as the ‘What will you make, America’ roadshow that traveled across North America showing
LEGO models and encouraging children and adults to play with LEGO. LEGO employees and
AFOLs worked together on these roadshows, and participation gave AFOLs an opportunity to
show their MOCs to a greater forum outside the AFOL community.
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However, the relationship between the LEGO Group and AFOLs was still in its early stages
and both sides were still trying to figure out what to do with one another, as expressed by this
AFOL:
‘I do not know if any us have figured out what kind of relationship we
want to have with LEGO, and what kind of relationship LEGO wants to
have with us. What we would want from them, and what they would
want from us. We are still at a learning stage. … We like what we do as
a group [informant refers to the LUG he is a member of] as it is. We
probably help sell a lot of LEGO products at our robotics events
because there are always a lot of kids and parents that come and ask
and we tell them where they can buy it. We encourage them to buy it,
and tell them about it, but we do not like to be sales people. In any
business relationship I guess there is always some give and take’
(Informant 2, 2003).

With regard to the composition of the AFOL community, a majority of AFOLs wanted the
AFOL community to be open to all kinds of people, LEGO employees, ‘regular’ consumers, as
well as children, and they wanted the community to broadly focus on the LEGO hobby. These
AFOLs wanted to pursue what can be termed a classical hobby approach. The fact that AFOLs
had over a short period of time created many and different organizations that provided broad
support for the LEGO hobby was clearly in sync with this ambition of having a broad-based
AFOL community.
However, towards the beginning of the 2000s, a smaller group of AFOLs wanted the AFOL
community to specialize further and to further upgrade and cultivate AFOLs’ competencies.
This approach was referred to among AFOLs as ‘elitist’, as it focused on building skills and on
designing and creating ever more impressive and complex MOCs. These AFOLs did not deny
the hobby approach, but they wanted more out of their LEGO hobby. The ‘elitist’ approach to
the LEGO hobby provoked many discussions among AFOLs, and combined with other
incidents that are described in the following section, some AFOLs (in particular North
American AFOLs) began to ask: ‘…what happened to the community - is it still there?’
Mid 2000s and Ongoing: Midlife Stage
‘There’s so much about our hobby that has changed over the last few
years and a lot of it has changed for the worse… I used to feel good
about this hobby. Some days I still do. But I want to know what
happened to the community - is it still there? Is it thriving or dying? And
I want to know how sane and moral this hobby is. To me, these are
important questions. I am hitting a wall coming up with answers -- I am
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looking for discussion and insight....’ (Lugnet/News/General/# 52117,
2005).

Whereas previous years had evolved around the basic a task of getting the AFOL community
‘up and running’, the AFOL community recently entered a new phase where AFOLs began to
maintain, but also consolidate and transform their organizations. As mentioned previously, a
general characteristic of the midlife stage is that organizations increasingly turn their attention to
making decisions on how and where they will grow. Put differently, in the midlife stage,
organizations tend to focus less on creating new things and more on maintaining and/or
optimizing existing practices and processes. This was also true for the AFOL community.
Among other things, attempts were being made to pool together individual similar
organizations to create larger umbrella organizations, but as will be shown, this task has not
proven easy.
Attempts to Consolidate Organizations
A number of umbrella organizations were formed during the midlife stage. With their broader
scope, these organizations aimed at bridging organizations from different geographical regions
and from different sides of the LEGO hobby. The formation of the umbrella organizations was
generally motivated by the wish to increase knowledge sharing among AFOLs and to
strengthen the dialog with the LEGO Group by having a more focused and consolidated
approach to the interactions between the LEGO Group and AFOLs.
ILTCO (the International LEGO Train Club Organization, a global umbrella organization for
LTCs), EuroBrick (the European Federation of LEGO User Groups, a global umbrella
organization for LUGs), SciBrick (an organization that aimed at horizontally integrating AFOLs
whose interests evolved around science fiction and space topics), and final the Global AFOL
Group (which was initiated by the LEGO Group and which represented a global network of
AFOLs with leadership roles in various AFOL organizations) exemplify some of the main
umbrella organizations.
Besides ILTCO, none of the three other umbrella organizations remained active for more
than a short period of time. Thus, besides a few meetings and designated resources provided
by the Dutch LUG De Bouwsteen, EuroBrick lacked broad support and engagement from
other European LUGs. EuroBrick, therefore, never really got off the ground, and despite good
intentions from local LUGs, the organization quickly became passive and inactive.
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In the case of SciBrick, shortly after its formation, the organization ran into a series of
disagreements and disputes. Should SciBrick be an ‘elitist’ organization whose ambition was to
‘publicly display creations in the science fiction genre’, or should SciBrick be broad-based and
more hobby oriented? A general lack of member involvement and support of SciBrick’s core
goal of publicly displaying members’ work combined with members’ internal disputes eventually
resulted in SciBrick’s dissolution.
In the case of the Global AFOL Group, this initiative was, as said, formed by the LEGO
Group. As such, it was not really an organization, but more a communications ‘tool’ via which
Jake McKee could contact a global network of AFOL community leaders and representatives
with the purpose of disseminating information of interest to the larger AFOL community faster
and more efficiently. The network used web conference tools and emailing lists to
communicate information back and forth between the LEGO Group and AFOLs. A few
monthly meetings were held; however, when McKee left the LEGO Group (in February 2006),
the Global AFOL Group became more or less inactive.
Compared to the other organizations, from the start ILTCO actively pursued a set of clearly
defined goals: 1) To promote and strengthen interaction between individual LTCs, 2) To
promote and disseminate knowledge of interest to the LEGO Train hobby, and 3) To
strengthen communication with actors such as the LEGO Group, Train show organizations,
hobby publishers and others who could further help strengthen and promote an interest in
LEGO Trains. Although the AFOLs who belonged to the leadership group of ILTCO described
themselves as follows: ’Well, we're really no one special, just some old timers trying to further
organize the train clubs and individual enthusiasts’ (http://iltco/org/faq, 2006), the ‘old timers’
succeeded in creating a viable organization that remained focused on its goals and which
created benefits for its members by securing knowledge sharing, getting their work displayed at
big national Train conventions, and other important aspects of value to AFOLs who were into
Trains. Moreover, it can be argued that the many years of experience the ‘old timers’ had with
both the LEGO hobby and leadership posts within the AFOL community gave them
advantages with regard to how to run the ILTCO organization.
Looking to who initiated the attempts to consolidate AFOL organizations, in generally the
request did not come from the AFOL community as a whole. Rather, the processes were
initiated by a few AFOLs. Thus, whereas some of the umbrella organizations faced challenges in
the form of disagreements and lack of broad support, activities within local LUGs, LTCs, and
MUGs were largely unaffected by what was going on. In other words, despite the fact that
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EuroBrick did not succeed in creating a pan European organization, life in the local organizations
went on. In fact, many AFOLs expressed that their affiliation with these organizations had
grown stronger over the years.
The tendency towards local organizations playing a more central role in the way AFOLs
related to the AFOL community was also recognized by McKee. He described it as the trend
towards ‘suburbiazation’. The trend regarded in particular the North American AFOLs.
‘Suburbiazation’ pointed to the observation that AFOLs increasingly relied less on ‘the big cities’
(like Lugnet) to provide a ‘home’ for their AFOL activities. However, looking to the number of
unique visitors, Lugnet continued to have well over 150,000 unique visitors per month. Thus,
rather than abandoning the ‘big cities’, suburbiazation’ simply meant that AFOLs looked
relatively more towards the local club houses as also providing a ‘home’ for their LEGO hobby.
A number of more or less related crises had made life in the ‘big cities’ less attractive than it
used to be. Some of these crises are described below.
Color Change Crises
First of all, much to many AFOLs’ dismay, during 2003/2004 the colors of the LEGO elements,
such as the grey and the brown colors, were substituted with new shades of grey and brown.
The reason for the change of colors, which had otherwise remained unchanged for 40 years,
was motivated by the LEGO Group’s wish to introduce new colors that were thought of as
being less ‘dirty’ and considered more appealing to children (Lugnet/Lego Company/#1791). In
many AFOLs’ opinion, the color change meant that the LEGO System was no longer
backwards compatible. In other words, when AFOLs bought new LEGO sets, the colors of the
new LEGO elements no longer corresponded with the color of older LEGO elements. As
AFOLs often owned huge quantities of LEGO elements, they relied, as some AFOLs explained,
on the LEGO element colors being constant so that when for example a new MOC was
introduced into a given theme, it would correspond esthetically with the previous models. With
the introduction of the new colors, the continuity and the coherence of the LEGO System was
no longer guaranteed.
Returning to the topic of how and why life in the ‘big cities’ gradually changed, the color
change brought about an internal crisis among AFOLs which simply put divided AFOLs into
three camps: 1) AFOLs who felt strongly against the color change, 2) AFOLs who understood
and agreed with the LEGO Group’s reasons for changing the colors, and finally 3) A large
group of AFOLs who were neither pro nor con. The color change incident took the AFOL
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community through a series of emotionally very intense discussions that eventually began to
wear people out. As one AFOL wrote in a post regarding the color change: ‘The problem is
not having debates on LUGNET. The problem is having the same debate, over and over, with
the same people saying the same things, and the same conclusions.’ Gradually, the many
disputes that followed the color change motivated some AFOLs to instead focus on local
interactions via their LUGs, LTCs, or MUGs.
The Lugnet Transition Crises
In 2004, around the same time as the color change incident, Lugnet went through a transition
phase, which added strength to the trend towards ‘suburbiazation’. The transition phase, as it
was referred to internally among AFOLs, began when the owners and administrators of Lugnet
announced that they wanted to hand over Lugnet to AFOLs:
‘The time has come to open up LUGNET and entrust it to the community.

I want to take LUGNET through a two-part transition, essentially
metamorphising it first from a monarchy into an oligarchy, and then from an
oligarchy into the analagous online form of a representational democracy or a
constitutional republic’ (Lugnet/Announcement/#2421, 2004).

A Transition Team was appointed by the administrators to ensure that the hand-over process
was set in motion, and that there were someone overseeing and taking charge of the process.
Most members of the Transition Team had experience as ‘curators’55 in the Lugnet
newsgroups. They were all North Americans, some, however not all, were widely known
within the community, and they all had a long history within the AFOL community.
When the administrators introduced the Transition Team, some AFOLs welcomed the
team and the transition process which had been outlined by the administrators. Others,
however, wanted completely new people to be in charge and that these people should be
democratically selected. Others again were not sure what they wanted, except to be free of
leadership. The reactions to the Transition Team were, in other words, many and mixed.
16 months after the appointment of the Transition Team, all members of the team
collectively resigned. From a broader perspective, the resignation of the Transition Team meant
that the goal of handing over Lugnet to the AFOL community had failed. One of the members
of the Transition Team summed up his viewpoints:
55

‘Curators’ oversaw the newsgroup discussions and they served as a point of contact for content-related
questions and decisions on Lugnet. They took on the responsibility of proposing and organizing volunteer
contributions to organize and update, for example, new content areas.
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‘We’re finding clashes in culture, in interests, in lifestyles, and so on.
Other symptoms include a lessening of respect for people with different
opinions or viewpoints, and openly hostile exchanges between different
‘factions’.
What’s broken? Can it be fixed? Should it be fixed? Who CAN fix it? Is
LUGNET doomed? The honest answer to all of those questions: ‘I don’t
know.’
…LUGNET is more like a minefield, a no-man’s-land of barbed
comments, wide trenches between viewpoints, and epithets whizzing
around. It sometimes feels like we’re performing triage on a patient with
a severed artery, the life pouring out as we watch... and none of us with
so much as a band-aid (Lugnet/ Administrative/General/#12107, 2005).

The events that led up to the resignation of the Transition Team serve in many ways as an
illustration of the problems that were now facing the AFOL community in regard to securing
internal integration. In the following I will therefore describe the process in more details.
In particular, two events motivated the Transition Team to resign: 1) The grated rights to
the Transition Team to suspend posting privileges of a user or member, and 2) The process of
revising Lugnet’s Policy and Procedures, also referred to as the P&P. Combined, these two
events prompted many reactions from AFOLs who were not part of the process, which
eventually led to the Transition Team’s resignation.

The Rights Granted to the Transition Team to Suspend Posting Privileges
With the intention of making Lugnet friendlier to children, the Transition Team decided to add
a ‘No Cursing’ policy to Lugtnet’s Terms of Service. The ‘No Cursing’ policy suggested granting
the Transition Team the right to edit, cancel, or ban posts but also members who were
considered aggressive and who used improper words that could be characterized as cursing.
When AFOLs outside the Transition Team asked how the team defined cursing, the Team
responded that the concept of cursing changes over time, and that it should therefore not be
defined. In December 2004, members of the Transition Team were granted the right by the
administrators to temporarily or permanently suspend the posting privileges of a user or
member. The granting of these rights to the Transition Team largely divided AFOLs into three
camps: one camp welcomed the rights. They believed that the empowerment of the Transition
Team provided a way of strengthening Lugnet as an organization, as one AFOL responded
when hearing about the ‘No Cursing’ policy: ‘Hear, hear. And perhaps that would cut down on

the ‘censorship whiners’. LUGNET is privately owned, it is NOT the public square’. Another
camp, however, saw policies like ‘No Cursing’ to be an example of the Transition Team’s ‘Zero
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Tolerance’ policy that was limiting members’ rights: ‘I’m frustrated, because if Lugnet changes
policy, it won't be to one where anyone can post whatever they want.’ Finally, a third camp
was neither pro nor con; rather, it was indifferent and represented the silent majority of
AFOLs. As the discussions heated up on Lugnet, the Transition Team argued for what they
believed were their rights. The discussions nevertheless remain unresolved and they further
accelerated during the event related to the Transition Team’s process of revising Lugnet’s
policy and procedures (referred to as the P&P).

The Process of Revising Lugnet’s Policy and Procedures
The P&P was a document that intended to guide the governance of Lugnet as an organization.
The Transition Team spent many hours discussing, adjusting, and re-writing Lugnet’s P&P. In
April, 2005, the Transition Team appointed a committee, the Lugnet Policy & Procedure

Review Committee. The committee consisted of seven AFOL’s (six from North America and
one from Europe). Members of the committee had agreed to peer review the P&P document.
As part of the P&P process, a member of the Transition Team mentioned the possibility of
introducing NDAs56 as a way of ensuring that draft versions of the P&P document were not
shared by anyone besides the involved parties: The Transition Team and the P&P committee.
The appointment of the committee and the mentioning of the NDAs stirred up a number of
discussions on Lugnet, as exemplified below:
‘Whoa! NDA’s !? You’re kidding right!? This is just getting bizarre... This
is exactly the kind of thing that is souring people. This just feels heavy
handed and dictatorial. No matter the reason, this is a bad idea…
People are already annoyed that everything seems to be being done
behind closed doors. Why feed the fire? Do we really need secrets
from each other?’ (Lugnet/Administrative/ General/#12729, 2005).

Some AFOLs expressed concern about the P&P process, the way it was handled by the
Transition Team, and the possible content of the P&P document. They claimed that the
process lacked transparency, that it failed to broadly involve the AFOL community, that there
were too many overlaps between the Transition Team and the P&P committee, and that the
process isolated the Transition Team and the P&P committee from the rest of the AFOL
community. Furthermore, AFOLs broadly questioned the need for additional rules and
regulations that were considered to be in disagreement with the administrators’ original
NDA: non-disclosure agreement, also referred to as a secrecy agreement, where the involved parties agree not
to disclose information that is covered by the agreement.

56
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intentions. As a consequence of the questions and criticism being raised, and also because of
disagreements between the Transition Team and the administrators, the entire Transition
Team resigned in June 2005. In late 2005, the administrators decided to hand over Lugnet to
the owner of 1000steine.de, René Hoffmeister. Since the handover, things have been fairly
quiet on Lugnet, as one AFOL describes the situation.
The AFOL Community Today
In sum, 13 years after ATL was formed, and eight years after Lugnet came online,
independently of the LEGO Group, AFOLs have managed to build up a global network of
organizations which has provided numerous resources and benefits to new as well as ‘senior’
AFOLs, see Table 5.5 parts 1 and 2 for overviews. Today, finding other AFOLs no longer
compares to searching for a needle in a haystack. Anyone who wants to get into contact with
other AFOLs and/or to get access to AFOLs’ organizations and resources simply has to
‘google’ any combination of words including LEGO to find thousands of relevant links. With
regard to the composition of the AFOL community, it continues to be dominated by men
(97% are men, survey, 2005). Also, AFOLs continue to stand out as well-educated people
(51% had either a bachelor’s, master’s or doctorate degree, and 26% have either done some
post graduate or college work, survey, 2005), and with regard to AFOLs’ age, the survey
showed that approximately eight out of ten AFOLs are typically between 19 and 38 years old,
with the average age being 29.4 years (survey, 2005).
Recently, AFOLs have adopted what may be termed new and individualized
communications vehicles, which allow for new ways of communicating and interacting. These
communications vehicles, blogs, podcasting, online video streaming, and wikis, enable the
individual AFOL, or groups of AFOLs, to create personal content that can be used and further
developed via, for example, social interaction (see appendix 4 for more descriptions). Thus,
whereas the growth in AFOLs’ organizations, such as LUGs, LTCs and, MUGs had begun to
slow down, the new media offered ways for AFOLs to use these communications vehicles as
personal or small-group-based ‘speaking tubes’ to globally broadcast personal interests,
viewpoints and information about the LEGO hobby. In the past AFOLs have been good at
utilizing and integrating technologies and media to support their hobby, and it will be
interesting to see whether and how AFOLs will utilize the new media to further advance their
hobby.
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Over the years, the LEGO Group, which was formerly known among AFOLs as an
‘unresponsive and impenetrable monolith’, has gradually opened up, and dialogs with the LEGO
Group are frequent. AFOLs are no longer referred to as a ‘shadow market’ by the LEGO
Group, but are now officially identified as ‘real’ consumers in the LEGO Group’s annual reports
(2004, 2005). Also, the LEGO Group has recently instigated a number of consumer related
initiatives that add to AFOLs’ organizations and activities. For example, LEGO Inside Tours57,

LEGO Factory Tours58, and the LEGO Ambassadors Program59 has allowed some AFOLs to
physically experience what the LEGO brand is like on ‘the inside’. Also, the LEGO Group has
begun to involve AFOLs more directly in R&D projects (like in the development of the new
LEGO Mindstorms NXT), and the firm supports new online forums like LEGOFan. Thus,
compared to earlier, the LEGO Group has taken a more active and leading role in the
development and improvement of resources and organizations of interest not only to AFOLs
but also to people of all ages who take an interest in playing with LEGO. Of greatest
importance to AFOLs, however, is the fact that the LEGO Group has radically improved
AFOLs’ (and other consumers’) access to LEGO products. Internet shopping possibilities have
solved close to all the former problems AFOLs had with finding and buying LEGO products.
New opportunities to create and order custom made LEGO products via LEGO Factory is
furthermore expected to improve AFOLs’ access to the LEGO products they want.
Taking an evolutionary perspective, the sense of urgency which used to characterize the
founding and early growth stage has lessened. Instead, an increasing number of new
community components have been introduced over time, and more are still being added, for
example, via the new communications vehicles and ‘outsiders’ such as the LEGO Group.
Although the components are working well, the question which was raised at the outset of
the previous section: ‘…what happened to the community - is it still there?’ can be seen as
symptomatic of the midlife stage that the AFOL community has now entered, where AFOLs
are increasingly reflecting on the development the community has gone through, and whether
and how this development has influenced AFOLs’ sense of community. Whereas the transition
from the founding and early growth stage to the early growth/early midlife stage was
57

The LEGO Inside Tours were 2 ½-day tours to the LEGO Group in Billund, Denmark, where people paying
$1,500 USD could stay at the LEGOLAND hotel, meet with the LEGO designers, see the LEGO factories, visit
LEGOLAND etc.
58
A two-hour tour around the LEGO Factory. Arranged on AFOLs’ request.
59
The LEGO Ambassadors program was initiated by the LEGO Group (originally the program was suggested by
AFOL Robin Sather.) AFOLs interested in becoming a LEGO Ambassador applied to the program. The AFOLs
who were selected agreed to contribute regularly to online discussions, participate in local user groups (or help
start one in their local area), and to advise new people just joining the hobby, LEGO.com, 2005.
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motivated by a crises largely related to a need for leadership (Greiner, 1998), the current
midlife stage is, among other things, characterized by a number of unsuccessful attempts to
consolidate organizations, crises of different kinds, and a tendency for AFOLs to focus more
on their local organizations. Similar to a crisis of autonomy (Greiner, 1998) setting in, it can be
observed that the components which make up the AFOL community, such as for example the
LUGs, have resisted, or simply ignored the attempts made to further integrate the AFOL
community. Among other things, it can be suggested that whereas the leadership crisis was
replaced by broad growth in AFOLs’ organizations and resources, which subsequently
provided numerous benefits for AFOLs as individuals and as a community, the recent attempts
to further integrate the LUGs do not to the same extent provide concrete use-related
benefits to AFOLs.
In sum, by themselves, AFOLs have built up a ‘real world clubhouse’ which meets the needs of
even the most demanding and serious LEGO hobbyist. Compared to the founding and early
growth days, it can be argued that AFOLs have never been so rich in terms of opportunities
to explore the LEGO hobby. From this perspective, it seems paradoxical that parts of the
AFOL community increasingly find difficulties in the processes related to the community’s
internal integration. Drawing also on Chapters 6 and 7, Chapter 8 returns to and discusses this
and other topics addressed in this chapter. In the following, I will focus on AFOLs’ lived
experiences of being AFOLs. Compared to this chapter that has described the AFOL
community as a whole, Chapter 6 focuses on the personal experiences associated with being
an AFOL and belonging to the AFOL community.
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Usenet newsgroups:
ATL and RTL

Form
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Consumer
access to
LEGO
products

AFOLs’
key focus
areas

<50 active AFOLs

Size

Only few retail outlets
carry full LEGO
assortment

LEGO products are
hard to come by

Selling/buying/trading

Information sharing

Establishing contact
with other AFOLs

First LUG: The Dutch
De Bouwsteen

First LTC: CWC-CW
LEGO Railroad, 1985

Early 90s – late 90s

FOUNDING AND
EARLY GROWTH

Year

Stage

MUGs: LEGO
Mindstorms
Groups

LTCs: LEGO Train
Clubs

USER GROUPS
LUGs: LEGO User
Groups

ONLINE
RESOURCES
FBTB
BrickLink
Peeron

NEW ONLINE
CHANNELS AND
MEDIA
Weblogs
Wikis
Podcasting
Online video
streamning
Magazin:
BrickJournal

The LEGO Groups launches the online LEGO World Shop.

‘Pick-a-Brick’ and LEGO Factory allow
customers to specify the exact MOC and
number/type of LEGO elements they want
to buy.

BrickLink, which consists of LEGO shops owned by individuals offers an online venue
where AFOLs can buy and sell LEGO products.

The LEGO Group involves AFOLs in the
development of LEGO Mindtsorms NXT.

The LEGO Group supports a new forum:
LEGOFan and launches new AFOL focused
initiatives (LEGO Inside Tour, LEGO Factory
Tour).

Introduction of new and personal
communications channels.

Attempts to consolidate organizations.

Lugnet changes hands.

Firm created:
LEGO Ambassadors
Program
Global AFOLs
Group

UMBRELLA
ORGANIZATIONS
ILTCO
SciBrick
EuroBrick

Full LEGO assortment is distributed via
Shop@Home

COMMUNITY
EVENTS
Examples:
BrickFest (USA)
BricksWest (USA)
1000steineland (D)
LEGO World (NL)

>10,000 active AFOLs

Mid 2000s -

MIDLIFE

Distribution of LEGO products widens.

Establishing contacts to the LEGO Group.

Widening the network.

Establishing new organizations and resources.

ONLINE FORUMS
Lugnet
1000steine

Towards mid 2000s >10,000 active AFOLs

Late 90s – mid 2000s

EARLY GROWTH - MIDLIFE
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Table 5.5

Characteristics of the AFOL community development, part 1
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Orientation
of the
community

Putting AFOLs on the map.

Special ‘interest neighborhoods’ emerge.

An orientation towards the ‘big city’.

‘How we do things around here’ is increasingly
specified via mission statements, Terms of
Service, bylaws and codes of conduct

Interaction is unmoderated

Community is governed by unwritten rules:
‘how we do things around here’ is learned from
‘senior’ members

The AFOL community broadens beyond the
computer experts.

High barrier to entry. Only computer experts
can use ATL/RTL

Characteristics of
community

Intensity, ‘go ahead’ mentality, opportunities
everywhere, less concern for direction as long as
there is movement!

Let’s make something out of our common
hobby!

‘I like LEGO, you like LEGO,
let’s join up’

Excitement! Focus on expanding one’s
collection of LEGO elements via trading and
selling.

‘Honeymoon days’ turns into ‘Happy marriage’

‘The intimacy is gone, although it was nice, the
growth is wonderful because new people bring a
fresh eye and new ideas.’

‘A small, cozy and personal arena’

’First love’

EARLY GROWTH – MIDLIFE

FOUNDING AND EARLY GROWTH

AFOLs’
Mentality

AFOLs’
relations

Community
spirit

Stage

Orientation shifts away from the ‘big cities’ and
into ‘suburbia’.

Running AFOL organizations increasingly requires
planning, coordinating and administration

Organizations consolidate and/or become more
specialized

Sense of urgency gone: ‘what happened to the
old days?’, ‘Who are we as a community?’

For some the happy marriage continues. Others,
however, experience a ‘seven-year crisis’.

’So much has changed…What happened to the
community - is it still there?’

MIDLIFE
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Table 5.6

Characteristics of the AFOL community development, part 2

6. BEING AFOLs
As explained in Chapter 4, the chapter is organized around four macro level themes. Each in
their way the themes illuminate different sides of what it means to be AFOL, and combined,
the themes demonstrate the depth and the nuances, which characterize AFOLs’ understandings
of being AFOLs and of the AFOL community. With the aim of further interpreting the ideas
that are associated with being an AFOL and how AFOLs have arrived at these understandings,
building on the descriptions in this chapter, Chapter 8 revisits many of the topics that are
addressed below.
‘We All Had a Dark Age’

Central to AFOLs’ understanding of being AFOLs is the experience of going through what
AFOLs refer to as the ‘dark age’. Specifically, AFOLs use the term to describe the period of
time after they leave their childhood LEGO play and before re-entering LEGO play as adults.
Representing a recurring theme in most AFOLs’ accounts, the ‘dark age’ plays a central role in
AFOLs’ shared understandings of how they became AFOLs.
Not all AFOLs go though a ‘dark age’. For example, one out of five AFOLs never leave
LEGO play (the LEGO Group, 2002) and between 0-7% of AFOLs never played with LEGO as
children, but take up LEGO play as adults (the LEGO Group, 2002). In the vast majority of
cases, however, I find that AFOLs go through three phases to become AFOLs: 1) An entry
phase, where AFOLs (as children) are introduced to LEGO products and play 2) A ‘dark age’
phase where they leave LEGO play, and 3) A re-entry phase where LEGO play is picked up
again, see Figure 6.1:
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Figure 6.1
Phases in becoming an AFOL

Strong
Strongtie/
tie/
Strong
tie/active
socially
socially
active
socially active
ENTRY
ENTRY

DARK AGE
DARK AGE

RE-ENTRY
RE -ENTRY

Weak
Weaktie/
tie/
Weak tie/
’lurking
’ lurking
’ approach
approach
’lurking ’ approach

Takes up LEGO play

Exits LEGO play

Relationship with
LEGO play

’Hooked on LEGO play’

’Wine, women and song’ ’I found Lugnet and fell in love’

Lifecycle
stage:

Childhood

Teenager/youth

Adulthood

Parents
Siblings

Relocation
High-school/college
Bachelor stage

Internet (Lugnet)
LEGO Mindstorms/LEGO Star Wars
Self-selects, enjoys own income

Influencers:

Re-enters LEGO play

As Figure 6.1 shows, each of the phases is defined by a set of characteristics which makes them
distinctively different from one another. For example, during the childhood phase, the AFOL
was very much under the influence of parents and siblings who often, as we will see in the
following, encouraged the child to take up LEGO play. During the teenager and youth phase,
dynamics such as peer pressure and youth-related interests typically set in and draw attention
away from LEGO play. Finally, during the adult phase, AFOLs rediscover LEGO play, and
compared to the childhood phase, the adult himself decides to take up LEGO play. In contrast
to the time when AFOLs were children and others greatly influenced and decided what kind of
LEGO products they were given, as adults, AFOLs greatly enjoy having their own money and
deciding themselves what they want to buy.
While there are variations in AFOLs’ experiences with the ‘dark age’, the following account
reported by LEGOFan.org in an interview with Micro-Scale specialist Ashley Glennon
encapsulates the three phases as they are often experienced by AFOLs:
‘I first started building with LEGO bricks in the early 70's. In the late 70's
my parents would visit Europe and bring home light up bricks that we
did not have in the U.S. and I thought that was really cool. Among my
greatest periods of LEGO building and collecting was between 1978-
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1980, inspired by Classic Space and the Exxon Fuel Pumper set
554. The middle to late 80's was my darkest period, in which high
school and college took precedence, but I still managed to pick up
some sets from time-to-time. When the MINDSTORMS robotic system
was released in 1998, that's when I really dove in deep and at the same
time realized there were hundreds if not thousands of other fans out
there just like me!’ (Ashley Glennon Interviewed on Legofan.org, 2004).

Entry
Typically, AFOLs are between the age of 2-5 years old when they are introduced to LEGO
products:
‘I got my first LEGO set at age 2½ or three years old, and it started
from there…. As a child, my parents thought I was very easy to shop
for in terms of presents, because I wanted only LEGO’ (Informant 2,
2003).

If the household comprised of older children who played with LEGO, they were often
considered an inspirational source for the child:
‘I have an older brother who had LEGO. So, as far back as I remember I
have had access to and played with LEGO’ (Informant 17, 2004).

Mostly, however, parents are referred to as the ones who bought LEGO products for the
AFOL as a child, and who encouraged the child to play with the products. As for the actual play
situation, AFOLs mostly think of their childhood LEGO play as a solitary activity.
During interviews it emerged that AFOLs often thought of LEGO products as an early
fascination with a thing. The kind of play LEGO products entailed was described as deeply
resonating with the interests and skills of the child, and as one AFOL recollected, he was
instantly ‘hooked on’ LEGO play from the very moment he opened his first LEGO box.
Another AFOL used the expression ‘first love’ to describe the emotions and the sense of
connectedness he felt with the first LEGO set which was given to him. Besides being ‘hooked
on’ LEGO play, AFOLs were often attracted to a particular LEGO theme that then became the
center of their attention in regards to both play and the expansion of their LEGO collection:
‘When I was around four or five my mom bought me some Duplo
sets.… I supposed I played with those enough that she thought that I
would enjoy some of the more older kids’ LEGO. I guess it was my
birthday in 1980 she gave me the Alfa one rocket base, the classic
space set. And from there it was just snowball. More space’ (Informant
5, 2003).
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For many AFOLs, the ‘LEGO snowball’, i.e. the accumulation of LEGO products, would
continue right up to the beginning of the ‘dark age’.
The ‘Dark Age’
Typically, AFOLs left LEGO play in their teenage years. Many AFOLs recall that they simply lost
interest in playing with LEGO. Instead, AFOLs took up youth-related interests that broadly
related to: ‘Wine, women and song’, as one AFOL put it. Other AFOLs also recall the event of
going to college or university (sometimes far away from where they grew up) as representing a
demanding period of time in their life which considerably reduced the time and money they had
for all sorts of free play. As encapsulated by this AFOL it was, however, often a combination of
things which motivated AFOLs to leave LEGO play:
‘…it’s called a ‘dark age’ where you get out of the LEGO hobby for a
lot of reasons. It could be peer pressure (friends pressuring you to stop
‘playing’ with toys), parental pressure (to grow up), other interests,
other priorities (university), or the self-realization that I may really be
too old to play with LEGO. You move away from home to university,
and you leave your LEGO behind, obviously. Most of the people I have
talked to had a ‘dark age’ - it could have lasted a year, or in my case
almost 10 years. I think for me, it was most of the above reasons - also,
it was because I just lost interest. I had built almost everything that I had
wanted to build out of LEGO, there were not many new components,
and not very many interesting sets coming out - I also started university
and moved away from home’ (Informant 2, 2003).

Re-entry
AFOLs usually point to two reasons which made them re-enter the LEGO hobby: 1) They
surfed the Internet, searched for ‘LEGO’ and came into contact with ATL, RTL, or Lugnet,
and/or they: 2) Were exposed to new LEGO products, such as the LEGO Star Wars product
line, the LEGO Mindstorms sets, which appealed to them strongly and which revived their
interest in the LEGO brand.
In the first case, AFOLs themselves initiated the search for LEGO related topics that then
resulted in the identification of either individual AFOLs, or online forums like Lugnet:
‘I found Lugnet through searching on LEGO’s…I had this habit when I
was just introduced to the Internet I would type LEGO and look at all
the sights that came up just to see. I found Lugnet through a link”
(Informant 4, 2003).
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In the second case, AFOLs almost accidentally rediscovered LEGO products and later the
AFOL community. Consider the following account that was reported by Legofan.org in an
interview with longtime member of the AFOL community, Lenny Hoffman:
‘When I was twenty my wife (then fiancé) and I were walking through
the toy section when I saw the [LEGO] Life on Mars Mechs. I though
they were too cool and my wife said ‘why don’t you buy one, you
deserve it.’ I am sure she rues those words. I started buying LEGO again
and then searching the internet to find information about LEGO. I
found Lugnet and fell in love. In 2003 I attended my first BrickFest and
took my first step into the true LEGO Community’ (Lenny interviewed
by Legofan.org, 2004).

Although AFOLs continued to use the word play to describe the kind of LEGO related activities
they were involved in, after re-entry, the term play was by many substituted with hobby. In an
interview, one AFOL explained the notion of a hobby:
‘A hobby is something that you enjoy doing, and that you are good at,
or at least improving your abilities is something that you could do if you
wanted to. It requires skill or specialized knowledge’ (Informant 9,
2004).

In the survey (2005), another AFOL elaborated: ‘it [the LEGO hobby] is a leisure-time activity
that I throw myself into when I feel like it. Sometimes you spend a lot of time building, at other
times you don’t spend so much time. There is no schedule involved, and there is no duty to do
it’. A hobby is thus described as having elements of free play. Also, it represents a self-selective
activity, which is, to various degrees, skill and knowledge driven. The fact that close to half of all
AFOLs spent more than $1,000 UDS per year on their LEGO hobby, and that half of these
AFOLs spend over $2,000 USD per year (the LEGO Group, 2004) indicates a high level of
commitment which corresponds well with the general notion of having a hobby.
AFOL Activities
What activities are involved in being AFOL? The kind of activities AFOLs engaged in can largely
be categorized into two main areas: 1) Individual activities, which involve for example:
Collecting LEGO sets, sorting LEGO elements60, finding clever ways to organize and store

60

’Brick’ and ’element’ is often used interchangeably to describe the components in the LEGO System. In general,
however the brick refers to the traditional LEGO brick, which can be any form, but which has studs on the top.
LEGO elements, however, refers to any element in the LEGO System, which could be the traditional LEGO brick,
but also a LEGO Technic or a Galidor element.
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AFOLs’ often huge collections of LEGO elements (see Figure 6.2), browsing through LEGO
related websites, shopping for LEGO products, searching for new inspiration, designing and
building MOCs, and looking at other AFOLs’ MOCs, and 2) Social activities, which involve for
example: Participating in online discussions, going to LUG, LTC, or MUG meetings, attending
community events, developing and collectively planning and organizing LEGO layouts for public
display, shopping for LEGO products as a group etc.
Figure 6.2
Examples of the way LEGO products are stored by AFOLs

Source: Photos found on BrickShelf and at Lugnet. Photographers are unknown.
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Whether or not AFOLs were engaged in individual or social LEGO activities, in most cases,
LEGO products were bought with the intention of playing with them. However, many AFOLs’
consumption of LEGO products can also be characterized as collecting. During fieldwork, I
came across one AFOL who was known to collect all things branded LEGO. Other AFOLs
informed me that this AFOL’s LEGO collection was worth over $100,000 USD and that it took
up so much space to store the LEGO products that he had to rent additional storage space. In
general, however, this type of collector was unusual. Instead, AFOLs would typically have a
more focused approach to the way they collected; for example, some AFOLs collected all
LEGO sets within a given theme (e.g. Space or Trains), some collected all LEGO sets within a
specific product line (e.g. LEGO Star Wars), while others collected LEGO sets produced in a
specific year, vintage LEGO sets, LEGO minifigures, LEGO elements of a certain size, color etc.
As other collectors, some AFOLs preferred that the LEGO sets they collected were Mint in
Box, i.e. that the LEGO box had not been opened and that the LEGO products inside the box
had therefore not been played with. One AFOL told that he would typically buy two of the
same LEGO sets, one to open and play with, and one for his collection.
Weak Ties/Strong Ties
Coming out of the ‘dark age’, as shown in Figure 6.1, some AFOLs considered their ties to the
community to be weak, whereas others thought of their ties as being strong. AFOLs whose ties
to the community were weak were known among the more active AFOLs as ‘lurkers’, i.e.
people who read posts, who use the organizations and resources, and who are inspired by the
MOCs found on, for example, BrickShelf. However, instead of coming forward and participating
socially, ‘lurkers’ do not make their presence known to the community. ‘Lurkers’ were
sometimes referred to in discussions between the more active AFOLs, but always in neutral
terms, as the following quote illustrates:
‘There are a lot of passive members of the community. People who
lurk may still be devoted to the brick. You could say that passive
members are not members of the community at all, but I would argue
that they are not ACTIVE members of the community. I have to admit
that I was a closet AFOL for many years simply because I associated
LEGO bricks with childhood and didn’t know that there were other
adults out there… The word ‘community’ is pretty slippery. I think the
best definition of the LEGO Community should be as inclusive as
possible but should acknowledge the concept of ‘degrees’ of
membership’ (Lugnet/General/# 41743, 34, 2003).
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One AFOL described a ‘lurker’ a as ‘potential newbie’, someone who could one day become
active with the community. Another AFOL described ‘lurkers’ as being on the fringes of the
AFOL community, i.e. their presence was recognized by active AFOLs, but they were not
regarded as an integrated part of the AFOL community61. In any case, the more active AFOLs
were all aware of the existence of ‘lurkers’, and although ‘lurkers’ had a more passive and userelated approach to the AFOL community, they were recognized as someone who ‘may still be
devoted to the brick’, and therefore accepted.
In contrast to the ‘lurker’, some AFOLs chose, as said, to form strong ties to the community.
As Table 6.1 shows, only a small group of AFOLs actually thought of themselves as having
strong ties to the AFOL community:
Table 6.1
Relationship with the AFOL community
What statement characterizes your relationship with the AFOL
community?

AFOLs (N=803)
%

Being an AFOL means a lot to me and I have strong ties to the
AFOL community

14.7

Being an AFOL means a lot to me. My ties to the AFOL community
are, however, rather weak

56.4

Being an AFOL is not that important to me, yet I have strong ties to
the AFOL community

5.0

Being an AFOL is not that important to me, and I consider my ties to
the AFOL community rather weak

20.3

Other

3.6

Source: Survey (2005)

The type of AFOL who states that being AFOL is not important, but who nevertheless think of
him or herself as having strong ties to the community, represent by far the smallest group
among AFOLs. Although I cannot conclusively say so, based on my observations, I suggest that

61

During BrickFest 2004 I observed and later interviewed a person who classified himself as being ‘on the fringes’ of
the AFOL community, someone who ‘lurked’, but was not socially active. During the interview he explained to me,
that whereas he considered himself to be an AFOL, he regarded the LEGO hobby as solitary. As BrickFest was
held in his neighborhood, he decided to go to the event together with a friend. The first time I spoke with him was
shortly after he had arrived at the BrickFest. He expressed surprise that there were so many people ‘like himself’
gathered at one place. I interviewed him again the day after, and he told me that he had attended an LDraw
session (LDraw is the virtual 3D software program developed by AFOLs). At the end of the session he had offered
his help to the LDraw representatives giving the presentation who also managed and developedthe LDraw website
and software. He was happy to learn that they did have a job for him that he could take on even though he was
new to the community. This episode, he told me, made him feel welcome and appreciated.
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the group mainly consists of spouses and other relatives who participate in social activities but
who do not think of themselves as being AFOLs per se. In the following I will therefore not
comment any further on this group, but focus on the other and groups.
In regard to how AFOLs generally think about the LEGO hobby, the survey (2005) showed
that many of the respondents think of the LEGO hobby as being solitay, i.e. something which is
practiced alone, see Table 6.2. AFOLs who have a solitarian approach to the LEGO hobby are
typically involved in the individual LEGO related activities which were described earlier. The
group of AFOLs who think of the LEGO hobby as being both solitary and social are typically
involved in both individual and social LEGO related activities. Finally, the group of AFOLs who
think of the LEGO hobby as being a social hobby is typically involved in social LEGO related
activities.
Table 6.2
Participation with the LEGO hobby

How would you characterize your participation with the LEGO
hobby?

AFOLs (N=803)
%

A solitary hobby

56.4

Both solitary and social (I build on my own and I build as part of
groups)

35.6

LEGO is a social hobby to be shared

8.0

Source: Survey (2005)

Whether or not AFOLs characterize themselves as having strong or weak ties to the
community, a solitary or social approach to the LEGO hobby, the survey (2005) showed that
the AFOLs who considered it important to be an AFOL generally took great interest in all
kinds of community activities such as seeing other AFOLs’ MOCs, hearing the latest rumors and
gossip, buying and selling LEGO elements and sets, exchanging ideas, and discussing topics of
interest. The survey (2005) furthermore showed that 79.9% of the AFOLs who thought of
themselves as having strong ties to the community and who considered it important to be an
AFOL, and 60.5% of the AFOLs who thought of themselves as having weak ties to the
community, but considered important to be anAFOL agreed to the statement: ‘Without the
AFOL community I would not be as actively involved as I am today’ (survey, 2005). For the
AFOLs who thought of themselves as having weak ties to the community and who considered
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it less important to be an AFOL, 28.8% agreed to this statement. Thus, we see that even for
the AFOLs who had weak ties to the community, but who considered it important to be an
AFOL, the community played an important role in their engagement with the LEGO hobby.
Put differently, although one is not socially involved with other AFOLs, the existence of the
AFOL community and the access to AFOL organizations and resources of various kinds clearly
play a role in these AFOLs’ level of commitment to the LEGO hobby and their experiences of
being AFOL.
Thus, as Tables 6.1 and 6.2 show, and which was also illustrated in Figure 3.3 in Chapter 3
which gave an overview of member types and social relationships in brand community, is that
there are different ways of being an AFOL and also that being an AFOL involved different kinds
of activities and experiences:
‘I am almost 100% positive that people participate for various reasons.
Validation (there are people like me!) Learning (what a neat technique!)
Teaching (let me present to you what I know about SNOT62) Boasting
(look at my MOC!) Cameraderie (remember when…), these are all
valid for some people (they’re all valid for me to one level or another)
and I expect there are more besides. One of them for me is the
community process itself, I find community formation and growth an
interesting thing in and of itself’ (Informant 9, 2004).

As the informant emphasizes, whereas some AFOLs found comfort in simply knowing that
‘there are people like me!’, others came for the information sharing, and the ‘camaraderie’.
Others again took interest in the ‘community process in itself’. Nevertheless, whereas AFOLs
participate for various reasons, what they have in common is their ‘devotion to the brick’ what
AFOLs generally refers to as ‘love of the brick’. This perspective is further discussed later in this
chapter.
In sum, whether or not one chooses to become socially involved, or simply to ‘lurk’, coming
out of the ‘dark age’ and realizing that there are other AFOLs out there, represents a
completely new and much appreciated experience:
‘For me, this has been a very solitary hobby as a child, and I found it
amazing to find people who share the same hobby, and be able to
interact with them and talk to them about the LEGO hobby’ (Informant
2, 2003).

62

SNOT is an acronym for Studs Not On Top. It refers to a building technique which is described in Chapter 6.
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The existence of the AFOL community provides an opportunity to come out of the ‘closet’ as
one AFOL called it, and break with what another AFOL referred to as the ‘alone ages’. For the
socially involved AFOLs, re-entering the LEGO hobby therefore involves experiences that
expand AFOLs’ childhood experiences with LEGO play:
‘LEGO as a hobby is not only an issue of showing off cool creations
built with a toy, it’s about social aspects like community building,
international exchange with other cultures, developing a relationship
between the LEGO Company and the formerly ignored adult LEGO
fans. It’s a wide field to be active in and I love to explore new corners
of all this’ (Informant 20, 2005).

Compared to AFOLs’ childhood LEGO play, which was focused on what can be termed
spontaneous and immediate play experiences, the understandings AFOLs share of both the
‘dark age’ and the activities which are associated with the LEGO hobby come to involve more
dimensions and different forms of experiences and participation. Although AFOLs still use the
expression ‘I play with LEGO’, the notion of play is, as said, interpreted according to the
understanding of a hobby. Consequently, LEGO play means different things to a child and to an
AFOL. These differences are, however, often not recognized or understood by ‘regular’
consumers, who therefore fail to understand the complex and deeper sides of the LEGO
hobby.
‘People Do Not Understand that this is a Very Complex and Deep Hobby’
AFOLs generally think of the LEGO hobby as ’something that grows and stretches the minds
and creativity of a person. It allows them to express themselves’, as one AFOL put it. These
understandings of the LEGO hobby, AFOLs think, fundamentally set them apart from ‘regular’
consumers:
‘…we are all fans of LEGO and that is something that is not a
mainstream thing. When I tell people that I build with LEGO they act
surprised. Because in our culture it is a child’s toy and they do not see it
as much more than something they played with when they were kids
and grew out of. Sure they like it, they say oh LEGO I love LEGOs but
they are not active with them and have put them away for years. They
have found memories and that is all. People do not understand that this
is a very complex and deep hobby and the possible creations you can
make out of LEGO parts are endless. It attracts modelers, engineers and
artists, what brings us together I think is that social network. We are all
looking for, well support has a weird connotation, not like we are on
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the verge of a breakdown and need support, but the bond that we
share this niche hobby that not many other people have. There is a
connection made there’ (Informant 3, 2003).

Among AFOLs, ‘regular’ consumers are thought of as having an image of LEGO products being
children’s toys, and as ‘regular’ consumers have no recent or active experience with LEGO
products, AFOLs believe that ‘regular consumers’ cannot understand the complexity and the
depth which characterizes the LEGO hobby. In this connection, the survey (2005) showed that
65.7% of the respondents agreed to the statement: ‘Most people don’t understand how adults
can have LEGO as a hobby’. AFOLs share, in other words, the perception of being engaged in a
niche hobby. Based on survey (2005) data and interviews, Table 6.3 sums up the differences
between the way AFOLs perceive the hobby, and the way AFOLs think ‘regular’ consumers
think about the LEGO hobby and AFOLs.
Table 6.3
AFOLs’ understandings of the LEGO hobby

AFOLs perceptions of the LEGO hobby

How AFOLs think ‘regular’ consumers think of the
LEGO hobby and AFOLs

The LEGO hobby is something to be actively
involved in.

‘Regular’ consumers have played with LEGO, but
have put them away.

A very complex and deep hobby.

LEGO is a child’s toy.

Not a mainstream hobby. A niche hobby.

Surprise, can adults have LEGO as hobby?

The possible creations one can make out of LEGO
parts are endless.

People do not understand that this is a very complex
and deep hobby.

Source: Survey (2005)

In regard to AFOLs’ understandings of the LEGO hobby being complex and deep, AFOLs
generally couple concrete as well as abstract associations with the LEGO hobby. Figure 6.3 sums
up the key characteristics that AFOLs associate with and deeply value about the LEGO hobby.
It should be noted that when AFOLs talk about the LEGO hobby they usually refer broadly to
what they associate with the consumption activity and also the LEGO brand. Thus, when
AFOLs say they think of the LEGO hobby as being based on a ‘pallet of pieces that allow for
unlimited creation’, these associations and benefits also describe what AFOLs think of the
LEGO brand.
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Figure 6.3
Key characteristics of the LEGO hobby
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A ‘Pallet of Pieces that Allows for Unlimited Creation’
Fundamentally, AFOLs perceive the LEGO hobby to be founded on a the LEGO System which
is described as an exceptionally ‘clever system of bricks’. AFOLs describe the ‘clever system of
bricks’ as being created in such a way that the individual LEGO elements that belong to the
system can be combined and clutched together in numerous and seamless ways. AFOLs greatly
value this product functionality as it allows for unlimited creation. Moreover, AFOLs often refer
to the fact that LEGO elements, contrary to competing brands’ elements, are manufactured
according to a certain degree of tolerance and that this characteristic ensures optimal ‘clutching
power’ between the LEGO elements. Clutching power enables LEGO elements to stay
together so that the MOC do not fall apart, but also that the elements can be separated again
fairly easy. These perceptions and experiences contribute to raising AFOLs’ perceptions of
quality of the LEGO brand. Thus, the survey (2005) showed that 93.3% of AFOLs agreed to the
statement: ‘I consider LEGO products top class, always’. In this connection, AFOLs’ perceptions
of quality are closely associated with the notion of LEGO play as providing complex and deep
consumption experiences.
Another key characteristic which is greatly valued by AFOLs is the LEGO System’s limited
number of LEGO elements, what is among some AFOLs also referred to as the constraints of
the LEGO System:
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‘The palette of pieces allows for unlimited creation but within certain
constraints. It is interesting to be constrained and try to do the most
clever thing you can do within that limit’ (Informant 9, 2004).

To AFOLs, the ‘constrainment’ of the LEGO System makes the LEGO hobby interesting and
creatively challenging. For instance, as one AFOL explained:
‘Creativity is what I and I suspect others [AFOLs] value. It does not
matter how much [LEGO] you have but what you do with what you
have’ (Informant 13, 2003).

In other words, what counts among AFOLs is the level of creativity that ‘goes into’ a MOC,
more than e.g. the size and the cost of the MOC. Figure 6.4 illustrates this point. Using seven
LEGO elements, AFOL Christopher Deck created a micro version of the Star Trek Starship

Enterprise. Uploading pictures of the MOC on Lugnet, Christopher Deck received peer
recognition for the way he had managed to reproduce an otherwise complex spaceship in such
a simple way. The picture to the left shows the MOC, and the picture to the right shows the
MOC in a rendered LDraw format. Both illustrations are made by Christopher Deck.
Figure 6.4
The Starship Enterprise using 7 LEGO elements

The Starship Enterprise
Star Trek MINI models: by Christopher Deck

The Vignette, referred to among AFOLs as the Vig, exemplifies another constrained building
‘discipline’ which was invented by AFOLs, see Figure 6.5. The Vig is: ‘Small scenes built on small
bases. They capture a slice of life, tell a small story in a scene, or provide a bit of humor. The
small size encourages creativity, and allows fans with small collections to contribute. Quick to
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build, but long on thought, the emphasis with these models is FUN’ (Lugnet/Vignette FAQ,
2006).
Figure 6.5
Examples of Vignettes
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A good Vignette should: ‘1) Visually exemplify an action, idea, or thought; or lend itself to a
descriptive title of the MOC, 2) Look like a ‘snapshot in time’ (as if a photo was taken at a
precise moment), 3) Be photographed well (hint: use the macro feature on your camera!), 4) Be
creative and FUN!’ (Lugnet/Vignette FAQ, 2006). The Vig represents an example of how
AFOLs use the LEGO System to develop standards which add new dimensions to their LEGO
play, and it shows how the LEGO System provides a foundation for on the one hand unlimited
creation and the other hand standards which can be used broadly by AFOLs. More examples of
AFOL innovations are given in Chapter 7.
A Creative Outlet
For reasons described above, AFOLs considered the LEGO System to be a medium for creative
self-expression:
‘…Lego is a medium. For me it's a three dimensional pencil with which I
draw with shape, color and volume…’ (Lugnet/General/# 41743,
Informant 15, 2003).
‘I think of LEGO as a creative outlet. I tell people I am creative but I am
not artistic. I cannot draw, paint or sculpt or play music. But LEGO gives
me a real creative outlet because I can look at something and start
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thinking about how I would build it. If it does not turn out the best part
is that you take it apart and try again. That to me is the essence of
LEGO. Being able to express something that I see in my head so that
other people can see it’ (Informant 1, 2003).

Some AFOLs had other hobbies which also allowed for creative self-expression, for example
photography, sculpting, and painting. Most AFOLs, however, considered the LEGO System to
be a prime source of creative self-expression. Creative self-expression mainly took place via the
MOCs AFOLs created, which will be shown in Chapter 7. Also, creative self-expression could
be seen in the ‘alter ego’ characters which were often developed by AFOLs. Figure 6.6 shows
different kinds of materials created by AFOL Mark Sandlin alias The Grand Admiral (both
Sandlin and the Grand Admiral are portrayed in Figure 6.6):
Figure 6.6
The Grand Admiral

Source: Mark Sandlin (2003)

Sandlin had also created a webpage around his Grand Admiral character (see
www.fleebnork.com). Here Sandlin uploaded pictures of his different characters, shared his
stories about the Grand Admiral, and answered questions from people who were interested in
the Grand Admiral universe. The Grand Admiral was a well-known character among AFOLs,
and the extensive creative work which had gone into creating the universe exemplifies how
AFOLs sometimes personified their LEGO hobby for the fun of themselves and the larger
community:
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‘He [Mark Sandlin] is the Grand Admiral and that is really nothing. He is
making fun of himself, and it is a joke for all of us. So he calls himself the
Grand Admiral. He promotes and demotes people but it is all in good
fun… I mean that is an example of the freeform silly space humor’
(Informant 3, 2003).

AFOLs like Mark Sandlin who share pictures and descriptions of their MOCs (on e.g. Lugnet
and BrickShelf) often got positive feedback from other AFOLs. In this connection, I observed
that some MOCs drew a lot of attention when they were announced, whereas other MOCs
went more or less unnoticed. When feedback was given, it was most often positive and
encouraging, like for example: ‘Wow!’; ‘Very nice’; ‘If I were a minifig [LEGO minifigure], I'd
move in right away :-)’; ’This is outstanding!’, and ’The details are simply amazing. Well done!’
Often feedback addressed areas where the input giver saw opportunities to improve the MOC.
Usually this type of feedback was given in a straightforward manner with clear suggestions as to
what could be done to improve the MOC, like for example: ‘Perhaps the fire hats and ‘coats’
(torsos) [of the LEGO firemen minifigures which were part of the MOC] should be in a
changing room next to the garage and they should be wearing civilian clothes in the living
quarters.’ As part of their feedback, AFOLs often included questions regarding the specific
MOC, for example: ‘How did you fix the trailer wheels to steer? Also, does this truck use
ackerman steering?’
Many AFOLs considered the feedback process an important part of their creative process,
and having other AFOLs commenting on ones MOC is generally considered a great and
important source of inspiration. In this connection, the survey showed that 62.6% of the AFOLs
who participated in the survey (2005) agreed that they find AFOLs’ MOCs more inspiring than
the models created by the LEGO Group. As AFOLs rely on inspiration to further develop their
own ideas and to cultivate skills and specialized knowledge, characteristics which are, as
previously mentioned, associated with having a hobby, the fact that six out of ten AFOLs find
AFOLs’ MOCs relative more inspiring underscores the importance of the AFOL community to
AFOLs.
However, to some AFOLs, the feedback process could also be an intimidating experience.
For instance, I interviewed an AFOL who had designed and built a spaceship. When announcing
the MOC on Lugnet, he felt his MOC was denigrated as ‘old trash’. The feedback process gave
him a feeling, he added, of being ‘shot down personally’:
‘…they say you cannot be boxed, they like to be really creative and
artsy. Some young people will come up with a spaceship square. I am
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fine with that but they in their own self-righteousness see it as old trash
and push it aside… I have been shot down personally, because I have
built a spaceship that has been boxed’ (Informant 4, 2003).

The ‘boxed’ and ‘square’ spaceship was, the AFOL explained, associated with traditional and
unsophisticated designs and building styles, and consequently it was evaluated as ‘old trash’. In
regard to how MOCs were evaluated, certain ‘cliques’ of AFOLs who had known each other
for a long time were described as ‘hazing’ less experienced AFOLs who had to ‘prove
themselves by posting great creations. These AFOLs, in other words, would greatly influence
the agenda regarding what defined a ‘great creation’ versus the ‘old trash’:
‘…you COULD argue it’s ‘cliques’ that you are dealing with. Not always,
but for example look at the posting behavior … in lugnet.space. Lots of
inside jokes, lots of self referential humor, lots of trash talking, and not
always a lot of openness to outsiders until they have been ‘hazed’ a bit
and have proven themselves by posting great creations (Informant 9,
2004).

Based on my observations of the way feedback was generally given and how MOCs were
evaluated, a number of characteristics contributed to making the MOC either a ‘great creation’
or ‘old trash’. Some of these characteristics are listed in Table 6.4:
Table 6.4
Characteristics of the ‘great creation’ versus ‘old trash’
‘Great creation’

‘Old trash’

Overall aesthetic representation of MOC is
evaluated as elegant , i.e. the LEGO elements have
been put together in such a way that the MOC
appears ‘seamless’ in its overall appearance.

Overall aesthetic representation of MOC is
evaluated as ‘square’ and ‘boxed’ (‘pixilated’).

Clever and surprising use of LEGO elements.

No consideration for, or very conventional choice of
LEGO elements.

Color scheme of the MOC is considered
suitable/authentic for the MOC.

No consideration for choice of colors. Colors seem
to be randomly chosen.

High level of details.

Low level of details, and/or significant details left out.

Use of complex building techniques which
underscore the aesthetic representation of the
MOC.

Building techniques being used work against the
aesthetic representation of the MOC.

MOC is new to the world.

MOC has been seen many times before.

Another example further illustrates the feedback process. In this case, an AFOL had uploaded
pictures of a MOC he had created which had strong references to the Nazi regime. The MOC,
which was a spaceship, quickly provoked many comments. Comments regarded the actual
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MOC and the ethics of the MOC:‘Those landing gear are so bad they are painful to look at’;
‘The ship design is uninspired and non-humorous...’; ‘This is in EXTREMELY poor taste, and
sheds a bad light not just on us as AFOLs, but also on LEGO as the company whose childthemed toys you’ve used to spread a very adult message of hatred. This is sad.’ Later, some
AFOLs suggested that the MOC was actually a ‘troll’, i.e. that the MOC had been built and
announced with the intention of provoking and creating disputes among AFOLs. In any case, the
feedback process both with regard to the ‘boxed’ spaceship and the Nazi spaceship illustrates
how discussions of whether the MOC is a ‘great’ creation or ‘old trash’, and whether the MOC
reflects ‘good’ or ‘poor’ taste, represented emotionally challenging situations for both the
AFOLs who had conceived the MOCs and for the AFOLs who were providing the feedback.
All in all, the MOC played a central role in AFOLs’ creative self-expression. The MOC can also
be seen as having a social function insofar as it gives AFOLs something to talk about, something
to compare to, and something to be inspired by. The notion of both the MOC and the ‘great
creation’ versus the ‘old trash’ can be seen as part of the ‘common language’ which is shared
among AFOLs and which gives meaning to being AFOL.
LEGO Is a Common Language
Based on a deep and often lengthy experience with the LEGO brand, some AFOLs had come
to metaphorically associate the LEGO System with a language. Concretely, ‘speaking the same
language’ involved the use of certain phrases and acronyms63 (such as MOC, AFOL, LUG etc.)
AFOLs also used ‘the language’ when making references to LEGO elements and standards (for
example, AFOLs used phrases such as: 1x1 gray 3-studded brick, and the 1x1 one-hole brick to
characterize certain LEGO elements) and other aspects of the LEGO hobby.
The ‘language’ is specialized in the sense that it takes inside knowledge to know exactly what
kind of meaning or concrete LEGO element, or other things, AFOLs are referring to. Among
AFOLs, however, the ‘language’ was often thought of as a ‘universal language’ in the sense that
the logic of the LEGO system, its principles of interconnectedness, and the phrases and
acronyms can be learned by anyone, no matter what their country of origin:
‘LEGO is a common language to all AFOLs. Imagine if you were in a
foreign country where you couldn’t understand the language. Suddenly
63

The LEGO Acronym FAQ (Frequently Asked Questions) lists 137 acronyms. The list is edited and maintained by

Shiri Dori on http://www.lugnet.com/~88/acronym_faq/
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you walk around a street corner and find a tavern flying the Danish flag.
You walk in, and everyone is speaking Danish. You’d instantly feel ‘at
home’, and would probably feel comfortable walking up to anyone and
starting a conversation. An event like Brickfest is like that for me - I
know that I have a common ground with anyone there, we ‘speak the
same language’’ (Informant 1, 2003).

As suggested by the AFOL, ‘speaking the same language’ points to experiences of consciousness
of kind, of connectedness, and of being understood. Thus, AFOLs’ knowledge of the LEGO
System and their common use of phrases and acronyms creates a ‘common ground’ where one
is at ‘home’ among likeminded others. However, although AFOLs speak the same ‘language’ it
does not mean that AFOLs agree about all matters. As Chapter 5 showed, topics such as the
Lugnet transition process and the color change, but also other topics which were categorized
under the ‘off-topic’ section on Lugnet, such as the war in Irak, religious matters, politics, and
sexual orientations created lots of debates among AFOLs. Thus, while speaking the same
‘language’ meant using identical phrases and acronyms, in a broader context speaking the same
‘language’ did not necessarily entail shared perceptions and ideas about life in general. Among
other things, the existence of different interest groups within the AFOL community contributed
to adding nuances and depth to the ‘common language’ and AFOLs’ understandings and
experiences of the LEGO brand.
Different Interest Groups
Because of AFOLs’ different interests in Space, Trains, Castle, Robotics etc., AFOLs have
different experiences with and viewpoints on the LEGO hobby. Thus besides AFOLs’ shared
‘love of the brick’ AFOLs also thought of the AFOL community as being ‘home’ to a number of
different interest groups which co-existed side by side:
‘People in the LEGO hobby do tend to gravitate towards others with
similar interests. We do not all have the same type of personality,
background and experiences. So yes, the train guys have a strong
camaraderie between them. And so do the space guys. It is definitely
true to say that people seem to spend more time around others who
share their interest’(Informant 3, 2003).

To exemplify the different interest groups which existed within the AFOL community, I asked
Informant 3 (who described himself as both a Space and a Train person) to map out the
characteristics of the Space versus Train people, see Table 6.5:
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Table 6.5
Space/fantasy people versus Train people

Space/fantasy people

Train people

Space is a lot of fantasy.

Trains is focused on creating a model and a world
that represents believable real life.

Rooted in the science-fiction story telling tradition.

Rooted in a real town, or a real railway system what could be believably real.

A subculture of silliness, nonsense and comedy. A
free humor.

No-nonsense humor.

Space builders are building in a fictional universe.

Train builders have a direct tie-in to scale model
railroading, replicating models as closely as possible.

Active space people are typically males <30 years
old.

Active train people are typically males >25 years old.

Train people are described as AFOLs who like to reproduce things from the real world. They
are furthermore described as AFOLs who find it challenging and fun to build to scale, and they
enjoy producing things that look real. Space people, on the other hand, are rooted in the
science-fiction tradition. Thus, Space people enjoy imagining different and fictional worlds which
exist outside the real world and its known scales. The different approaches create a foundation
for two distinct orientations to the LEGO hobby with are based on different experiences and
interests:
‘Train people are a little bit more serious in that we are modeling
something from real life, and the space people are making something up
as they go and they have a lot more freedom. I was at the [Train
related] presentation last night and they were talking about it and it was
very funny. I do not think they are better than us, I hope not!’
(Informant 1, 2003).

It emerged from interviews and observations that Space and Train people tend to seek out
likeminded others, and that they engage in a friendly and humorous forms of rivalry. However,
as will be shown in the next chapter, Space and Train people have recently worked together on
a multiplayer concept called Moonbase, so the rivalry was only meant in jest.
Belonging to certain interest groups provides an opportunity to cultivate and share specialized
knowledge and to explore the particular interest in depth. For example, being into Trains
requires wide knowledge about Train types, Train stations, and other Train related topics. As
AFOLs’ Train models are often far more complex than the ones offered by the LEGO Group,
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AFOLs themselves have to collect, distribute, and transfer their broader knowledge into the
LEGO Train models and the Train layouts they create. Belonging to organizations such as
ILTCO provides access to other Train people with whom one can share information and
knowledge, but also create Train Layouts which can be displayed at Train conventions,
community events etc.
Whereas many AFOLs do indeed have a specialized approach to the LEGO hobby, in
general, however, AFOLs often practiced more aspects of the LEGO hobby:
‘For me personally, I see it [the AFOL community] as one big group
with many interests…The interesting thing about many of us is that we
don’t just practice one aspect of the hobby. People who model Castle
do not just model Castle, often times they model Town or another
theme too.’ (Informant 13, 2003).

This notion of the ‘one big group’ having many different interests and orientations encapsulates
well how many AFOLs think of their LEGO hobby, and as the Train and Space people example
illustrated, the ‘language’ AFOLs share and speak has nuances and different facets which allows
for diversity and broad exploration. Being rooted in many of the same experiences and
understandings of the LEGO brand, the nuances and different facets do not stand in opposition
to one another, rather, they illuminate different sides of one and the same brand and hobby.
Returning to the general topic of AFOLs’ lived experiences of being AFOL, many AFOLs also
emphasized the LEGO hobby’s ability to provide different kinds of psychological benefits.
Psychological Benefits
For many AFOLs, the LEGO hobby is associated with feelings of escape and relaxation. As one
AFOL put it: ‘[LEGO play provides] A nice escape from my ‘grown-up’ life of working, having a
mortgage, etc.’ Another AFOL further stated: ‘It [the LEGO hobby] keeps me young at heart
and allows me escape once in a while and control my own little world’. AFOLs describe how
they come home from work or studies, kick off their shoes, and ‘dive into’ a pile of LEGO
elements. Playing with LEGO allows AFOLs to ‘bracket away’ work-related stress and other
types of pressures. This benefit was by dearly cherished among AFOLs, and several AFOLs
stated in the survey: ‘It’s [LEGO play] actually kind of therapeutic’.
Physically playing with LEGO elements, AFOLs describe how they come to think of the
LEGO hobby as re-connecting them with their past: ‘It lets me get away from the serious side
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of life and reconnect with my childhood’. Or as another AFOL put it: ‘It keeps the connection
between the kid I was and the adult I have become’. LEGO play is thought of as both
connecting AFOLs with their childhood, which is by many associated with a period of time in
their life where they were free to play and where life was free of stress and pressures. Among
AFOLs who were parents (34.7% of the respondents in the survey, 2005, reported having
children), LEGO play was also thought of as a means to connect them with their children,
allowing AFOLs to pass on the joy of playing with LEGO.
In sum, compared to ‘regular’ consumers, it characterizes AFOLs, no matter their more LEGO
specific interests, that they generally hold deeper and more elaborate understandings of the
LEGO hobby. As we have seen, these understandings are to a great extent based on personal
experiences of the LEGO System as a ‘facilitator’ of creative self-expression. Compared to
‘regular’ consumers who ‘have found memories and that is all’, it thus characterizes AFOLs that
their understandings of the LEGO hobby are based on more active and rich understandings of
LEGO play which can, among other things, be traced back to an early fascination with a
particular LEGO product line.
‘Totally Welcome Here Where Non-Lego People Just Don’t Understand’
As we have seen, because LEGO products are widely thought of as children’s toys, AFOLs
generally think that ‘regular’ consumers do not understand how adults can have LEGO as a
hobby. Thus, when AFOLs tell ‘regular’ consumers about their LEGO hobby, they are often met
with surprise and raised eyebrows:
‘I find that I mention adult LEGO fans almost in self defense. Most of my
friends and relatives still think of LEGO sets as toys for kids. And there
is always a little eyebrow raising when people find out that a grown
man plays with those plastic bricks. And spends hundreds of dollars on
them. (And posts on the internet about them when he should be
working)’ (Lugnet/General/# 41743, 34, 2003).

The feeling of not being understood, of being involved in a non-mainstream hobby, forces some
AFOLs ‘into the closet’, creating ‘secret AFOLs’, as one AFOL called it, who hide their interest
in the LEGO hobby and who do not openly admit to having LEGO as hobby.
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Finding other AFOLs is in this connection associated with finding acceptance. Acceptance for
being ‘a grown man [who] plays with those plastic bricks’, and acceptance for spending
considerable amounts of money on a hobby which ‘regular’ consumers perceive to be children’s
toys. In this connection, a BrickFest roundtable discussion I observed, which included 27 AFOLs,
brought forward the following perspective:
‘One person from TexLUG [Texas Lego User Group] stood up [at a
roundtable discussion held at BrickFest, 2003] and talked about how
this was his first fest. He said there was an instantaneous bond, an
acceptance, he felt when he walked in. We’re a diverse group of
people, but the brick crosses boundaries and he felt totally welcome
here where non-LEGO people just don’t understand. The whole room
resonated with his words’ (Notes from a roundtable discussion titled:
‘What is the LEGO Community?’. The discussion involved 27 AFOLs.
The notes were made by AFOL Tim Courtney as a summary for other
AFOLs to read. BrickFest, Washington, 2003).

A similar experience of acceptance was expressed by this AFOL:
‘[The AFOL community is] a place to meet other fans, so you do not
think of yourself as one lone crusader in the world. You are not alone
you have other friends’ (Informant 4, 2003).

Thus, besides facilitating creative self-expression, the LEGO hobby is by many thought of as a
catalyst to build friendships and community. The survey (2005) showed that this was especially
true for AFOLs who considered it important to be an AFOL and who have strong ties to the
community. For this particular group of AFOLs, many agreed that they have found really good
friends among AFOLs.
‘Most of us are Lego Purists…’
71.9% of the AFOLs who participated in the survey (2005) considered themselves to be LEGO

purists.
‘Most of us are LEGO purists, we are not going to use another brand.
WHY I do not really know…. Having used something for so long we
feel a sense of loyalty to the company and to the product as an
extension of it. Some people think there is a quality difference. I have
not really experienced any of the other bricks enough to know’
(Informant 1, 2003).
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A purist is someone who do not, though it is possible, cut, melt, glue, or in any way re-shape
the LEGO elements. As one AFOL explained in an interview: ‘[In regard to the LEGO hobby]
there is no right or wrong (except modifying elements -- that will send you off to an eternal stay
in purgatory;-)’. Going back to the idea of the LEGO System as a constraint, modifying LEGO
elements was generally not accepted as a solution to avoid or work around the constraint.
Moreover, LEGO purists did not use other brick-based brands, which were referred to as
‘clone’ brands. Compared to LEGO elements, ‘clone’ brands were generally considered of lower
quality. Among other things, the colors that were used in ‘clone’ elements were not perceived
to be consistent over time. A red brick, for example, would come in many different shades of
red even within the same box, whereas in the LEGO System the red element color remained
consistent over the years. Furthermore, ‘clone’ elements’ clutching power was, as previously
mentioned, perceived to be low, and the materials used for the elements were considered less
robust and more ‘airy’ compared to LEGO elements.
‘Clone’ elements occasionally slipped into AFOLs’ LEGO collections. At a LUG meeting I
observed, one AFOL told a story that exemplifies the status of ‘clone’ elements: A friend of his
once found a ‘clone’ element in one of his collection of LEGO elements. The AFOL who told
the story described himself to be rather relaxed about having one or two ‘clone’ elements in his
collection. ‘Clone’ elements, he explained, must be expected when one buys huge quantities of
LEGO elements through, for example, eBay or BrickLink. However, since the ‘episode’ when
the friend found the ‘clone’ elements, the friend would make it a habit to go through the
AFOLs’ LEGO collection to search for ‘clone’ bricks. If the friend found one, he would
demonstrably throw it away to avoid what was referred to as ‘contamination’ of the otherwise
pure LEGO collection. The story created lots of laughs among the AFOLs. Many AFOLs have,
nevertheless, a practice which involves removing ‘clone’ elements from their LEGO collections,
and as the following quote illustrates, using ‘clone’ brands and being a ‘clone’ hobbyist was
generally not accepted:
‘clone hobbyists today are on the fringes and are not well accepted. I
would not want to ‘not’ be accepted. So yes, I’m committed to the
brand [the LEGO brand] because everyone else is’ (Informant 9, 2004).

The notion of purity also caused discrimination against LEGO elements which were regarded
non-compatible with the LEGO System. Figure 6.7 shows what one AFOL called a: ’collection
of the ’worst’ LEGO elements through times. Non-flexible, unhandy, and not good for building’:
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Figure 6.7
The ’worst’ LEGO elements through times

Source: http://23hq.com/tveskov/photo/1189530, 2006

Also, LEGO products such as LEGO Galidor64, LEGO Bionicle65, and LEGO ZNAP66 which
were not though of as not corresponding with the LEGO System, was rejected as blasphemy
and not ‘real’ LEGO:
‘To me, LEGO is very much tied into the original idea about knobs and
tubes. Therefore, I do not see Galidor and Znap… as real LEGO.
Bionicle, despite its success, is also not compatible with the ‘Systems’
bricks and Bionicle is therefore not real LEGO to me neither. Clothing,
bags and so on are strange and peripheral. The best Christmas gifts are
the ones that rattle!’ (Informant 17, 2003).

64

LEGO Galidor was launched in 2002. It was a versatile building system which used action figure elements instead
of LEGO elements. LEGO Galidor, thus, was not compatible with the LEGO System. The product line is no longer
on the market.
65
LEGO Bionicle was launched in 2001. It is a versatile building system which can be used to create action figures
and other creatures. It is compatible with the LEGO System. However, as LEGO Bionicle is based on a fantasy
story line which appeals mostly to boys aged 8-12 years, it differs from ‘traditional’ LEGO sets.
66
LEGO ZNAP was launched in 1998 as a new type of building system (similar to the building system know as
K’NEX). The LEGO ZNAP product line was among AFOLs considered a copy of K’Nex and not compatible with
the LEGO System. Neither LEGO ZNAP nor LEGO Galidor ever gained success and they are no longer on the
market.
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‘What good is Galidor to Lego fans? Galidor appeals to kids that do not
like construction toys. The Lego brand name on a non-construction toy
is a contradiction in terms to a casual consumer and outright blasphemy
to AFOLs.’ Comment at ‘general discussion’ (Lugnet/General/#35590,
Mike Petrucelli, February 13, 2002).

When the LEGO Bionicle product line was launched in 2001, it received many devaluating
comments on Lugnet, ‘Bionicle is ridiculous’, ‘Cheap plastic kids toy’, ‘:(((( It's going down with
LEGO... :((((( NO classic City, NO classic Space, NO big Technic models, NO Model Teams,
NO other UCS models... Only this stupid Slizers, Bionicles, etc... ;((((( WHAT'S UP WITH
LEGO ?!’

Besides rejecting LEGO products such as LEGO Galidor and LEGO Bionicle, I

observed how AFOLs used the name of these product line as a kind of humorous swearword.
For example, during the BrickFest 2003 opening session, when the program was being
announced, AFOLs would repeatedly shout ‘Galidor’ pretending that this product line was also
part of the program, which it was not. The comments evoked spontaneous laughter among all
the participants, who clearly bought into the idea that Galidor was laughable.
Besides distinguishing ‘real’ LEGO from ‘not real’ LEGO, purity also manifested itself in the way
MOC’s were handled:
‘the biggest rule [at BrickFest] is to think about when you are looking at
something, be very careful with it. A lot of these LEGO creations are
beautiful, but they can be very fragile. You really do not want to break
somebody else’s work’ (Informant 1, 2003).

In general, picking up or touching MOCs without permission was not accepted. Observations
confirmed that although there were no spoken or written rules that reinforced the ‘no touching’
policy, it was a widely shared practice among AFOLs not to touch MOCs. When making
inquiries into why one should not touch or pick up other AFOLs’ MOCs, I was told that greasy
hands tend to leave fingerprints on the MOCs, and that fingerprints reduce the aesthetical
representation of the MOC. Also, MOCs were often quite fragile and easily fell apart if picked
up by people who were not aware of how the MOC had been created, and therefore did not
know where the MOCs ‘soft spots’ were located67.

67

At train layouts, AFOLs who operated the tracks and trains were always the owners. Also, at demonstrations
and competitions I noticed that it was always the owner of the MOC who picked up LEGO elements if the MOC
fell apart.
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Clearly, the notion of purity influenced the way AFOLs interacted with the LEGO brand and
one another. However, as it will be shown in the coming chapter, seemingly AFOLs have begun
to experiment with different kinds of physical modifications and add-ons which challenge purity
in the strict and rigid form.
Being AFOLs: AFOLs, ALEs, or AFOLBs?
Most of AFOLs’ understandings of the LEGO hobby and what it means to be AFOL have
evolved over a long period of time which for most AFOLs goes all the way back to their
childhood experiences with LEGO play and products. For many, these experiences deeply
resonated with the interests they had as children, and they laid the foundation for what AFOLs
later describe as ‘love of the brick’. Fundamentally, AFOLs’ ‘love of the brick’ can be seen as
encapsulating that which is central, enduring, and distinct (Albert & Whetten, 1985) about being
an AFOL, meaning the LEGO brand as a product (i.e. the LEGO System), and the kind of
activities and experiences playing with the LEGO System entails for AFOLs.
AFOLs’ understandings of what it means to be an AFOL are, however, also centered on
other, but nevertheless related meanings of what it means to be an AFOL. These can largely be
summed up as follows: 1) The LEGO hobby is a complex, deep, intellectually stimulating, fun,
and stress relieving hobby, 2) ‘Regular’ consumers’ associate LEGO products with a child’s toy.
Therefore they fail to understand the depth and the complexity of the LEGO hobby, 3) The
LEGO System allows for unlimited creative self-expression, 4) The ‘constraint’ of the LEGO
System makes LEGO play fun and challenging, and 5) The different LEGO themes, such as
Trains, Space, Castle, Robotics etc., make the LEGO hobby diverse and interesting. On all
dimensions, AFOLs who think it is important to be an AFOL and who describes their ties to the
community as strong show more intense perceptions of what it means to be AFOL relative to
other types of AFOLs (survey, 2005).
Entering the midlife stage, as we saw in Chapter 5, AFOLs have increasingly begun to discuss
whether and to what degree the LEGO hobby has changed, and whether these changes are for
the good or worse. It emerged from interviews that there have always been disagreements and
different viewpoints among AFOLs. However, the combination of on the one hand, the larger
number of AFOLs, and on the other hand, the crises which had recently faced the community
(such as the color change and the Lugnet transition crises) have increasingly made it difficult for
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AFOLs to resolve things the way they used to. This situation created, some AFOLs pointed out,
a breading ground for uncompromising and negative debates. In an attempt to more clearly
stake out what it means to be an AFOL, some AFOLs suggested replacing the AFOL term with
alternative terms: ‘ALE: Adult Lego Enthusiast, which intentionally seeks to de-emphasize the fan
aspect’, and ‘AFOLB: Adult Fan Of Lego Bricks, which emphasizes ‘love for the product instead
of the company’, (as described on Wikipedia, where unknown AFOLs had officially proposed
these terms as potential substitutes for the AFOL term, 2005). The terms illustrate that AFOLs
negotiate meaning of what it means to be an AFOL, and thus that the AFOL identity is not
static, but dynamic and evolving. In Chapter 8 I will further discuss these findings from the
perspective that they can be seen as strategies which on the one hand, enable AFOLs to hold
on to what it fundamentally means to be AFOL – ‘love of the brick’, and on the other hand, to
adapt their identity as AFOLs and the community as a whole to ideas that better reflect who
AFOLs perceive themselves to be.
Having described the development of the AFOL community and the kind of meanings AFOLs
associate with being an AFOL, I now turn to the third and last empirical chapter, AFOLs as
innovators.
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7. AFOLs AS INNOVATORS
The purpose of this chapter is to broadly describe AFOLs as innovators. Based on the survey
(2005), the chapter begins by offering a broad overview of the number and types of AFOL
innovations. To provide a more elaborate description of AFOL innovations, I introduce seven
mini-cases. The chapter then compares the characteristics of the group of innovators versus
non-innovators. Finally, I explore whether there is a connection between AFOL innovations and
the type of products and services the LEGO Group has brought to market. If we can establish
such a relationship, it suggests that AFOLs’ improvements and first-of-type innovations have
relevance beyond the AFOL community. In the next chapter I will further discuss how findings
on AFOLs as innovators play together with other empirical findings that emerged in Chapters 5
and 6. Thus, many of the findings presented in this chapter will be further discussed in Chapter
8.
AFOL Innovations
As mentioned in Chapter 1, even before I began to more systematically investigate AFOLs as
innovators, I had observed that AFOLs did indeed improve and develop new products and
services. To what extent, however, and what further characterized both the innovations AFOLs
performed and who they were as people was not known at that point. Based on observations,
netnography, and interviews I found that AFOL innovations could largely be organized into four
overall categories: 1) Physical or aesthetic add-ons and/or extras, 2) Play themes, 3) Building
techniques, and 4) Computer/Internet related add-ons, extras, programs, or websites.

Physical or Aesthetic Add-Ons and/or Extras
AFOLs performed a type of innovation that physically or aesthetically added to, or provided
extra solutions to the LEGO hobby. For example, AFOLs developed various types of decals for
decorating LEGO minifigures and MOCs, and they also developed battery/solar motors for use
in trains/cars/robots, clothing for LEGO minifigures etc. Innovations such as these were grouped
under this category.
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Play Themes
This term is used by the LEGO Group to describe a set of different LEGO models which
together make up a coherent theme. Some themes, such as Trains, Space, Castle are broad,
whereas other themes are more specific, such as LEGO Star Wars, LEGO Life on Mars etc. Like
the LEGO Group AFOLs also develops new play themes, and the ones that emerged in the
survey (2005) was grouped under this category.

Building Techniques
These types of innovations represent new ways of combining or building with LEGO elements.
The Vignette building technique/style mentioned in Chapter 6 offers an example of a building
technique innovation developed by AFOLs which was grouped under this category.

Computer/Internet Related Add-Ons, Extras, Programs, or Websites
These innovations have a technological dimension to them and involve software and
programming skills. Some of the innovations AFOLs performed under this category have already
been described in Chapter 5 and concerned, for example, Peeron and LDraw.
To further investigate AFOL innovations and to learn more about AFOLs as innovators on a
larger scale than qualitative research methods otherwise allowed for, I decided to conduct a
web-based survey among members of the online forum LEGOFan. In the following I will draw
primarily on these survey data. In total, 803 AFOLs participated in the survey (2005). 272
respondents (33.9% of all respondents) declared that they had innovated one or more things
which corresponded to one or more of the four aforementioned categories. In the survey
(2005), I asked AFOLs to further describe their innovations and to list the year when the
innovation was conceived. In total, the 272 respondents generated 422 examples of innovations
that they had developed. These examples produced a list of 565 concrete examples as some
AFOLs proposed more than one innovation per example.
Examining the 565 examples, I found that a relatively large proportion (228 examples, or 40.4%
of the total number of proposed examples) could not be labeled as innovations per se. Instead
they were either what I considered: 1) Insignificant variations of well-known LEGO concepts or
products already on the market, or 2) the innovations were described in vague terms with such
insufficient details regarding the claimed innovation that classification was impossible. For
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example, some AFOLs stated: ‘I have developed a new play theme’, but gave no references as
to what kind of play theme. To give an example of the insignificant variations, some AFOLs
mentioned that they had created Star Wars MOCs. However, as the LEGO Group had already
brought this play theme to market, I did not categorize these MOCs as innovations. I later
learned through interviews that some AFOLs (AFOL Jon Palmer for example) had actually built
Star War MOCs well before the LEGO Group launched the LEGO Star wars product line in
1999. As I was not aware of this during the analysis of survey data, these innovations were,
together with other innovations I had also classified as insignificant variations, and the
innovations which I considered to be too vaguely described, excluded from the data set which
was used in the further analysis. Deducting what I labeled the non-categorized innovations (the
insignificant variations + the vaguely described innovations) from the data set, I arrived at a total
of 205 respondents (25.5% of the respondents) who had produced 337 innovations, see Figure
7.1.
Figure 7.1
Proportion of innovators among AFOLs
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Source: Survey, June 2005, N=803.

Comparing this study’s level of innovative respondents with other empirical studies described in
the user innovation literature, these studies have shown that between 10-40% of users typically
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engage in the development and modification of products (cf. Franke & Shah, 2003; Lüthje, 2004;
von Hippel, 2005; Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006). In other words, the number of innovative
AFOLs corresponds to findings from other user innovation studies.
To get an idea of the distribution of AFOL innovations over the years, I asked AFOLs to list the
year they had performed their innovations. Based on this information I show in Graph 7.1 the
number of innovations respondents performed over the years.
Graph 7.1
Number of innovations performed per year by AFOLs
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Source: Survey, June 2005, n=205. The 205 innovators produced in total 337 innovations. In 6 out of the 337 cases
the year of the innovation was not mentioned. The graph is therefore based on 331 innovations. As the survey was
conducted at the end of May 2005, innovations performed for the rest of the year 2005 are not known.

As Graph 7.1 shows, there was a steep increase in the number of innovations around the year
1998. In Chapter 5 we saw that the expansion of the AFOL community happened during the
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same period of time. Thus, the survey data and the empirical material in combination strongly
suggest some sort of relationship between on the one hand, AFOLs’ level of innovations and
the development of the AFOL community. This relationship is further discussed in the next
chapter.
Having identified the proportion of innovators among AFOLs (25.5% of the respondents) and
also the type of innovations they performed, to further discriminate between and categorize the
337 innovations, I found von Hippel’s (1988) way of distinguishing between types of innovations
very helpful. Von Hippel distinguished between: 1) User developed minor improvement

innovations, 2) User developed major improvement innovations, and 3) User developed first-oftype innovations.
User Developed Minor Improvement Innovations
In his study of semiconductors and PC boards, von Hippel (1988:22) defined minor
improvement innovations as: ‘those that gave the user any improvement in any dimension
important in processing such as cost reduction, increased speed, quality, consistency, and so on.’
As we saw in Chapter 6, AFOLs associated the LEGO System mainly with a ‘language’ and a
‘pallet of pieces’ which allowed for unlimited and creative self-expression. The LEGO System
was perceived to be a medium, a tool, for expressing ideas. In keeping with these ideas, and
inspired by von Hippel’s description, I defined AFOLs’ minor improvement innovations as things,
or ‘play ideas’ that improved and upgraded AFOLs’ play processes with the LEGO System.
Minor improvement innovations, as they are defined here, thus contributed to making the
LEGO play experience more inspiring, fun, and challenging; in sum, they ‘enriched’ and
broadened the LEGO play process.

User Developed Major Improvement Innovations
von Hippel (1988:22) defined major improvement innovations as: ‘a change in the equipment or
technique that provided significant improvement in process step performance relative to best
preinnovation practice.’
Contrary to minor improvement innovations, I find that von Hippel’s description of major
improvement innovations goes more to the core of the LEGO System (‘the equipment’) than
to the ‘processing’, what compares to the LEGO play process. Consequently, I defined major
improvement innovations as those that improved the performance and the functionality of the
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LEGO System. Major improvement innovations, in other words, were those that significantly
improved the LEGO System’s performance and functionality, giving AFOLs more ways to make
long-term use of the LEGO System.

User Developed First-Of-Type Innovations
von Hippel does not in the same way define what he means by first-of-type innovations. Based
on his analytical approach, I define first-of-type innovations in the following way: First-of-type
innovations are those that bring radically new experiences and possibilities to the LEGO System
and play process as a whole. As will become evident later, compared to minor and major
improvement innovations, first-of-type innovations fundamentally renewed the dimensions of
the LEGO hobby.
I realize that the distinctions between minor, major, and first-of-type innovations may suggest
that some types of innovations are relatively more significant and more attractive than others
seen from e.g. an AFOL and/or a LEGO Group perspective. In this connection, I want to
emphasize that I think of the distinction between the three types of innovations as merely
referring to the type and degree of novelty that the innovation represents. The distinction does
not regard, for example, the business potential of the innovation. For example, although I
classified the AFOL developed Star Trek play theme as a minor improvement innovation, similar
play themes, such as LEGO Star Wars and LEGO Harry Potter, which had been brought to
market by the LEGO Group had been extremely popular among AFOLs and ‘regular’
consumers as well, and had accounted for a significant part of the LEGO Group’s revenues.
Thus, seen from a firm perspective, minor improvement innovations may in fact represent
greater financial value compared to major improvement and first-of-type innovations. Also, from
an AFOL perspective, more AFOLs may actually be inspired by and use other AFOLs’ minor
improvement innovations than, for example, the more complex and sophisticated major
improvement innovations. Nevertheless, as most play themes improved the play process rather

than the LEGO System’s core functionality, I categorized play themes and similar innovations as
minor improvement innovations.
Figure 7.2 shows how AFOL innovations were distributed according to the four predefined
categories. The figure also shows the distribution of the innovations according to the three
types.
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Figure 7.2
AFOLs’ types of innovations
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Source: Survey, June 2005, n= 205.

As shown in Figure 7.2, I find that a majority of AFOLs innovations (88.4%) can be classified as
minor improvement innovations. Only a relatively small fraction of the innovations (4.5%) had
the characteristics of major improvement innovations and first-of-type innovations (7.1%). Table
7.1 shows more specifically the number of innovations produced within each of the four
categories. When categorizing AFOL innovations, I found that they could be further grouped
into 18 sub-groups, which added more nuances. Table 7.1 shows these sub-groups together
with the number of innovations proposed by AFOLs within each of the sub-groups.
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Table 7.1
User developed innovations identified via the survey

User developed minor
improvement
innovations
(88% of categorized
innovations)

Physical or aesthetic
add-ons and/or extras

Play themes

Building
techniques

Computer/
Internet

Graphic add-ons
(60 examples)

Themes based on real
and/or historical events
(29 examples)

Functional building
techniques
(27 examples)

Software add-ons and
developments
(32 examples)

Modifications
(38 examples)
Accessories
(36 examples)
Technological add-ons
(25 examples)

Online forums
(8 examples)

Themes based on
fantasy universes
(22 examples)

Online resources
(2 examples)

Themes based on
already exiting stories
and films
(19 examples)

User developed major
improvement
innovations

SNOT building
techniques
(12 examples)

(4.5% of categorized
innovations)

Micro-Scale building
techniques
(3 examples)
New dimensions to
LEGO play
(8 examples)

User developed first-oftype innovations
(7.1% of categorized
innovations)

Number of innovations

Mosaic building
techniques
(3 examples)

Parts library & inventory
management
(4 examples)

New types of LEGO
play:
(5 example)
159
(47.2%)

83
(24.6%)

Computer aided
modeling & design
(4 examples)

45
(13.4%)

50
(14.8%)

Source: Survey, June 2005, n= 205.

As will be shown in the following, AFOL innovations are generally characterized by the fact that
they provide improvements or new possibilities.
AFOL Developed Minor Improvement Innovations
To mention some of the innovations I located under this category, AFOLs developed

technological add-ons like custom lighted bricks and computer control systems for LEGO
Trains. Also, they developed what I call functional building techniques, which allowed the builder
to create, for instance, plate-style roof constructions and sliding center axels. Innovations like
these generally improved the look and the functionality of AFOLs’ MOCs.
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Other minor improvement innovations, such as graphic add-ons and accessories, describe
custom designed/made decals and custom designed/fabricated clothing and weapons AFOLs
developed for LEGO minifigures. These innovations allowed AFOLs to add identity to
otherwise anonymous MOCs and LEGO minifigures and to achieve high levels of detail and
realism otherwise impossible. Graphic add-ons and accessories further improved the storytelling
aspects and the aesthetic representation of AFOLs’ creations, and they enabled AFOLs to
achieve a more complete ‘look and feel’ of their work.
The play themes developed by AFOLs represent another example of AFOLs’ minor
improvement innovations. These play themes broadly reflected AFOLs’ personal interests. For
instance, some AFOLs used the LEGO System to create well-known and popular play themes
like Lord of the Rings, Warhammer, and Star Trek. Other AFOLs created their own play
themes based on historical events they found interesting, such as ancient Rome, medieval

crusades and the French navy during the Napoleonic era. Other AFOL play themes, such as
Pre-Classic Space and Sea Monkeys, were based purely on fantasy story lines. In general, the
various play themes developed by AFOLs broadened and improved the play process by adding
topicality and variation to LEGO play. Often, AFOLs freely revealed and shared 3D drawings
and building instructions they had developed, which described or showed the building process
which was involved in creating the MOC step by step. On sites like BrickLink.com and

BricksontheBrains.com AFOLs were able to browse through thousands of AFOL developed
play themes and MOCs. Via a user rating system visitors could ‘shop around’ and look for
MOCs that they found interesting. AFOL developed play themes and MOCs were thus
circulated within the community and were freely available to anyone who took interest.
As Table 7.1 shows, I have labeled some AFOL minor improvement innovations functional

building techniques. These techniques allowed AFOLs to work around and ‘manipulate’ the
otherwise rather strict geometry of LEGO elements. For example, the half-stud offset building
technique represented a technique which was originally introduced by the LEGO Group in the
form of a 1x2 LEGO plate with a centered stud (AFOL Holger Matthes, 2005). The centered
stud was set in the middle of two ‘regular’ studs, hence the half-stud reference. AFOLs adopted
the half-stud LEGO element; however, they further developed a number of building techniques
which allowed them to make use of the half-stud function in many more ways. The half-stud
offset building technique is used in particular by AFOLs building Trains in scales that do not fit in
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with the existing and ‘official’ LEGO Train track standards. As AFOLs themselves do not
produce elements that are ‘born’ as half-studs, AFOLs have instead created building techniques
that allow them to build half-stud sizes by using ‘regular’ LEGO elements. The half-stud offset
building technique exemplifies how AFOLs solve interface problems which allow them to
integrate otherwise non-compatible building standards.
Finally, the survey (2005) singled out a number of online forums and online resources created
by AFOLs. Unlike the broad based forums like Lugnet, the online forums that emerged in the
survey were focused on more specific interest areas. For example, BZPower.com is centered on
the LEGO Bionicle brand and quickly became the preferred ‘home’ of Bionicle fans; Zemi.net is
centered on the modular space building system called Moonbase (Moonbase is one of the minicases described later) and gives access to relevant information about the Moonbase standards;

vignettebricks.blogspot.com is centered on the Vig building technique and features all sorts of
inspirational.
Each in their way and as a whole, the many minor improvement innovations contributed to
making the LEGO play process ‘richer’ in the sense that they improved and upgraded the LEGO
play process. Compared to minor improvement innovations, major improvement innovations
do more than improve the LEGO play process; they extend, as we will see, the LEGO System’s
core functionality.
AFOL Developed Major Improvement Innovations
Compared to AFOLs’ minor improvement innovations, AFOLs created, as we have seen, fewer
major improvement innovations. Although the number of major innovations is relatively low,
they play a significant role in expanding the LEGO play possibilities. As Table 7.1 showed,
AFOLs were actively involved in the creation and development of various building techniques
that each in their own way significantly improved the LEGO System’s core functionality. The

SNOT building technique (abbreviation for Studs Not On Top) and Micro-Scale building
techniques were originally introduced by the LEGO Group, albeit in a very simple form (both
the SNOT and the Micro-Scale building techniques are described as mini-cases). After the
LEGO Group had introduced these building techniques, AFOLs adopted them, and developed
and refined the techniques far beyond their original form, ‘pushing the envelope’, as one AFOL
called it.
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Generally, AFOLs’ major improvement innovations were very advanced and required a deep
and profound understanding and knowledge of the LEGO System and its possibilities and
limitations. The building techniques introduced new building ‘disciplines’ and ‘looks’ to the LEGO
hobby, and they expanded and improved the LEGO System’s core functionality, substantially
broadening the LEGO play possibilities. In short, major improvement innovations allowed users
to build things and achieve aesthetic expressions that were not possible prior to the
development of the techniques, hence the categorization as major improvement innovations.
AFOL Developed First-Of-Type Innovations
Among the first-of-type innovations that AFOLs developed were those that were categorized
under the play themes category. The strategy games (a completely new type of LEGO play)
developed by AFOLs like, for example: 1) The BrickWars (a system of many individual
Wargames. An introduction to the games, rulebooks and links to the many different Wargames
developed by AFOLs can be found at www.brikwars.com), and 2) The Half-Life 2 mods
exemplify first-of-type innovations that did not exist in any prior or known form. The Half-Life 2
modifications were played in an online context only, whereas many of the BrickWars games
were played out in a real time face-to-face context using different storylines and different
settings, for example, some BrickWars were set in a pirate context, like Evil Stevie’s Pirate

Game, whereas others were set in a Space context. Bridging LEGO play with strategy games,
role play, and multiplayer features, these types of games significantly extended AFOLs’
interaction with LEGO products and other AFOLs. So did the innovations that added new

dimensions to LEGO play, like, for example the Classic Castle City Standard, known as 3CS, and
the modular Space building system known as Moonbase. The idea of creating Castle and Space
modular standards emerged during BrickFest 2002 and 2003. Using the modular standards
allowed AFOLs from all over the world to build their MOCs in such a way that individual MOC
could be seamlessly connected into large and impressive layouts suitable for displaying purposes.
The modular standards allowed AFOLs to connect and coordinate their work in ways not
previously possible and also to build layouts on a scale which could not be achieved without the
collective effort of many AFOLs. Observations and netnography showed that both the Classic
Castle City and the Moonbase standards have been distributed online as well as offline. Judging
from the announcements made on Lugnet and other sites, AFOLs from all over the world have
widely adopted the standards.
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Mosaic building techniques exemplify another AFOL first-of-type innovation. The mosaics that
AFOLs created were often quite large, very detailed (AFOLs often used 1x1 LEGO elements
for their mosaics), multicolored, and almost exact copies of visual images. The process of
creating mosaics was both complex and challenging. The first part of the process involved
‘translating’ the image one wanted to turn into a mosaic into LEGO sized ‘pixels’. Then followed
the process of deciding what LEGO elements were needed where, and how to arrange them
on the LEGO base plate/base plates to achieve a coherent look. Hereafter the LEGO elements
were arranged on the base plate forming the mosaic. Because of these complicated work steps,
it was generally extremely time consuming to create a mosaic. Exploring how and among whom
mosaic building originated, I found that mosaic building gained popularity within the AFOL
community around the time when AFOL Erich Harshbarger made his Java software application

Pixelego available for free download in January 2000. Pixelego was the first software application
that effectively allowed AFOLs to turn digital images into ‘LEGO’ized’ images that would look
like they were constructed out of LEGO bricks. Thus, compared to the work process described
above, Harshbarger’s Pixelego considerably eased the first steps of the creation process. The
LEGO’ized picture which was generated via the Pixelego software could be used as a template
for creating the physical mosaic. Based on the LEGO’ized image, Pixelego furthermore
generated a complete inventory of what LEGO bricks and base plates to use. Pixelego thereby
significantly eased the otherwise challenging task of ‘translating’ images to mosaics. In many ways,
Pixelego and mosaic building paved the way for a whole new way of creatively using LEGO
elements.
Whereas Pixelego’s inventory system related mainly to the LEGO elements that were used
to create mosaics, AFOLs also developed and maintained other types of more broadly based

parts library & inventory management systems, like Peeron (which was described in Chapter 5),
BlockCad and BLdb. These inventory systems all represented first-of-type innovations. They
improved the LEGO play process considerably, as they allowed AFOLs to gain an almost full
overview of the LEGO sets, building instructions, and LEGO elements that had been produced
and brought to market over time. As mentioned previously, the LEGO Group has recently
allowed Peeron to merge its databases with the LEGO Group’s. The merge significantly
improved Peeron’s accurateness and overview.
Another type of AFOL developed innovation that radically improved the LEGO hobby was
the various computer aided modeling & design software programs. In essence and as previously
described in Chapter 5, these types of software, like LDraw and BlockCad, allowed AFOLs to
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build MOCs in a 3D virtual enviroment. As such, the innovations represented first-of-type
innovations as they transferred the LEGO play experience into an entirely new and virtual
medium. As one AFOL explained during an interview, software programs like LDraw enabled
AFOLs to create MOCs that were otherwise impossible to conceive due to e.g. limited
ownership of LEGO elements. However, due to the complexity of the software, using e.g.
LDraw required some knowledge of computers and software. In other words, although the
software was freely available, it took some time and effort to learn how to use the software.
With the aim of more concretely describing and exemplifying AFOL innovations, the following
section offers seven mini-cases.
Mini-Cases: Examples of AFOL Innovations
From the survey data (2005) I selected seven mini-cases which, based on what I had generally
observed, I considered to be good examples of the innovations AFOLs perform (Kvale, 1984).
One case, the Lowbrow Movement case, was not identified via the survey, but emerged via my
observations at Lugnet. See Table 7.2 for an overview of the selected mini-cases.
Table 7.2
Selected mini-cases
Physical or aesthetic addons and/or extras
Cases that illustrate
minor improvement
innovations

Play themes

Building techniques

Computer/
Internet

Case 1:
Lord of the Rings
Play theme based on an
already existing story and
film

Cases that illustrate
major improvement
innovations

Case 2:
SNOT
SNOT building techniques
Case 3:
Micro-Scale
Micro-Scale building
techniques

Cases that illustrate
first-of-type
innovations

Case 4:
The Lowbrow Movement
Aesthetic reinterpretation
of the LEGO ‘look’

Case 5: Moonbase
New dimensions to
existing LEGO play
Case 6: BrickFilms
New types of LEGO play
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To add depth to the descriptions and in order to learn more about AFOLs as innovators and
their experience as AFOLs I contacted the AFOLs whom I knew had either developed the
innovation or who had spearheaded the innovation. In the Lord of the Rings and the SNOT
case, however, it was not possible to identify the innovator. In the case of SNOT, I instead
contacted AFOLs whom I knew had much experience with the building technique. In the case
of the Lord of the Rings, no interviews were made as there was plenty of material describing
the play theme on BrickLink.
As mentioned, all innovations except the case of the Lowbrow Movement were identified via
the survey (2005). The Lowbrow Movement mini-case illustrates how AFOLs created aesthetic
re-interpretations of the LEGO ‘look’. As the Lowbrow Movement case illustrates an alternative
way through which AFOLs seek to improve the LEGO System, I chose to include the case. The
second mini-case, the play theme Lord of the Rings, illustrates how AFOLs conceive and create
complete play themes. The Moonbase mini-case exemplifies how AFOLs have developed a
modular building standard. With its modularity, standards, and multiplayer focus, Moonbase also
shows how AFOLs are capable of organizing and coordinating collective innovation processes.
The BrickFilms mini-case illustrates how AFOLs created new types of LEGO play which were
motivated by a strong interest in topics not directly related to the LEGO brand, in this case stop
motion animation. SNOT and Micro-Scale building techniques illustrate how AFOLs significantly
improved building techniques with the aim of being able to create aesthetically more pleasing
MOCs. Finally, the Ldraw mini-case, like the BrickFilms mini-case, exemplifies how AFOLs merge
their LEGO hobby with technologies, in this case software programs, to create entirely new play
experiences.
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Mini-case 1: Play Theme Based on an Already Existing Story and Film - Lord of the Rings
The survey revealed that several AFOLs had developed various types of products that were based on
the highly successful story and movie Lord of the Rings. Searching in AFOLs’ folders on BrickShelf and
MocPages.com, it was evident that this theme was very popular among AFOLs from all over the world.
More than 100 BrickShelf folders contained Lord of the Rings creations, and some of these were created
by children and teenagers, confirming the theme’s broad popularity. As the illustrations on this page
show, AFOLs created all sorts of Lord of the Rings related products and experiences: Lord of the Rings
MOCs, decals for LEGO minifigures and shields; plastic molded helmets, armories and beards; stop
motion animations using LEGO minifigures to impersonate Lord of the Rings characters; posters and
mosaics etc.
On

websites

such

as:

www.saber-

scorpion.com and redbeanstudio.net AFOLs
sold ready-made decals and armories that
allowed

for

customization

of

LEGO

minifigures.
A review of AFOLs’ Lord of the Rings
creations shows that their work constituted a
complete play theme which comprised a
broad range of MOCs and characters created
using many different types of resources and

Poster and decals by
Justin ‘Saber-Scorpion’ Stebbins

materials. Thus, this mini-case demonstrates
how AFOLs merged popular stories and
movies with the LEGO hobby to create
playthemes of contemporary interest.

Decals by
’Luke 1080’
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Mini-case 2: Building Techniques – SNOT (Studs Not On Top)
As the examples to the right show, SNOT building techniques
allowed AFOLs to couple LEGO elements sideways, at an angle, or
upside-down so that the studs on the top of a LEGO brick were no
longer facing upwards (AFOL Jason Railton, The Brick Issue, Issue 3,

1

2

3

2003). The Escher re-production below offers an example of a
MOC that could not have been created without the use of

4

5

6

7

sophisticated SNOT building techniques. As the MOC illustrates,
SNOT techniques require a profound understanding of geometry.
Originally, the SNOT building technique (as dubbed by AFOLs)
was introduced by the LEGO Group. However, as LEGO models
had to be handled by children, the SNOT used in LEGO models was
quite simple. To add refinement and complexity to their MOCs,
AFOLs therefore developed (and continue to develop) new SNOT
techniques that are far more advanced than the traditional building
techniques commonly used.

Examples of SNOT building
techniques by Holger Matthes and
James Mathis

In essence, SNOT techniques enable AFOLs to
create realistic, aesthetically pleasing, and detailed
MOCs that significantly improve the appearance
of AFOLs’ creations (AFOL Holger Matthes,
2005). Over time, both SNOT and Micro-Scale
have become ‘disciplines’ in the sense that
AFOLs define certain guidelines and standards
that other AFOLs are able to use and integrate
into their MOCs as well.

Created by Andrew Lipson and Daniel Shiu: Escher's ‘Relativity a study in SNOT’. Notice the odd angles and the way LEGO
elements have been connected sideways.

Created by Brickshelf user dagealka. Notice the
way LEGO elements have been connected to
create the body and top of the train carriage.
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Mini-case 3: Building Techniques - Micro-Scale
Micro-Scale building means building in a scale of
approximately 1:115 (AFOL Ashley Glennon, 2005). The
first

LEGO

sets

which

used

Micro-Scale

building

techniques were launched by the LEGO Group in the 60s
(see an example from 1973 to the right). These sets were
either produced under license (like the minitalia LEGO set,
which was marketed in Italy only), or as promotional sets

Minitalia,1973
A special series available only in Italy. The elements,
which were partially produced under license, were of
poor quality.

like advent calendars. Micro-Scale building techniques,
thus, were not integrated into an ‘official’ and recurring
LEGO product line as such. Nor were the Micro-Scale

Miniland
scale

building techniques particularly sophisticated or varied.
After the introduction of the LEGO minifigures in 1978
(see measurement to the right), micro-scaled LEGO sets
90s, a few AFOLs got involved in and began to expand
the ‘discipline’ of Micro-Scale building. In the beginning,
AFOLs’ Micro-Scale MOCs were often so small that they

big

size

Scales
Miniland
Minifig
Microfig
Stickfig
Nanofig
Picofig

practically went out of the LEGO assortment. In the late

small

could fit in the palm of a hand. Compared to ‘normal’
LEGO scale building, Micro-Scale forced the builder to

Minifig
scale

Micro
scale

think of the exact purpose of every element that went
into the MOC. Similar to SNOT, Micro-Scale building was
therefore considered a ‘discipline, as it demanded that the

Definitions of scales by Jeremy Sproat

builder was able to visualize and translate his ideas into the
Micro scale, and also that the builder was able to recreate a reasonable level of resolution, which was
needed to create an aesthetically pleasing MOC, as exemplified below. Over the years, AFOLs have
developed the Micro-Scale building technique into a major improvement innovation. Since the LEGO
Group’s introduction of the Star Wars Micro sets in late 2002, Micro-Scale has further grown in
popularity, and Micro-Scale building techniques have been ‘exported’ to Moonbase, Space, Castle and
other areas of the LEGO hobby.

MOC by
Ashley Glennon
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Mini-case 4: Aesthetical Reinterpretation of The ‘LEGO Look’ - The Lowbrow Movement
I came across the Lowbrow Movement innovation on Lugnet, June 2005. In subsequent interviews,
AFOL Felix Greco explained that he had noticed how his and other AFOLs’ MOCs were increasingly
being influenced by the artistic movement called the Lowbrow Movement, also associated with PopSurrealism.
The Lowbrow movement became known in the
mid 90s (Art History 101: The Lowbrow
Movement, 2005). Rooted in postmodern ideas, it
broadly referred to a blend of pop culture,
marketing and advertising culture, street culture,
comic books, graffiti, pop art, and surrealism. The
collage to the right shows some expressions
associated with Lowbrow artistic expression.
Often, American retro icons and motives from the
50s were used together with contemporary visual
elements to create unusual, humoristic, and
compelling images and expressions.

Source: Poster from the exhibition:’Culture Shock.
Art of the new Movement’, September, 2005

The MOCs to the left illustrate how the Lowbrow
movement influenced the otherwise boxed and
modernistic design that generally characterized LEGO
products. Working with the aesthetic dimensions of
the ‘LEGO design language’, Greco offered a
contemporary re-interpretation of the traditional
LEGO ‘look’. In keeping with the Lowbrow
movement, the MOCs originated in AFOLs’ own
experiences of being raised on ’Back to the Future,
Duran Duran and Fruit Loops… bombarded with
advertisements;

nifty

corporate

logos,

cartoon

spokespersons, and deep throated movie trailer
voice-overs.

When

you

throw

all

of

these

experiences into a blender and add a normal serving
of the human condition, the product is what you see
on this page’ (Greco, 2005.)
Lowbrow inspired MOCs by Felix Graco

203

AFOLs AS INNOVATORS

Mini-case 5: New Dimensions to Existing LEGO Play - Moonbase
In July 2002, the idea of creating a modular Space
building system: Moonbase was born. AFOL Jon
Palmer

was

known

to

have

pioneered

and

coordinated the development of the Moonbase
standards.

Moonbase was described as an ‘open

standard for collaborative LEGO displays’. Using
certain standards, such as the 48x48 LEGO base plate
and predefined sized and heights for connecting
‘tubes’ (see an individual and connected Moonbase
modules to the right), AFOLs from all over the world
were able to create separate modules that could be
connected seamlessly to create large and impressive
layouts such as the one to the right. Coordination of
layouts took place using online forums. As the chart
below shows, the development of the Moonbase
standard and the integration of Trains and other
dimensions happened over a few years. Also, the
Moonbase standard was ‘exported’ to an LDraw and
Micro-Scale format demonstrating the standards

Top picture: Lenny Hoffman’s Moonbase module
‘Officer of the Jr. Marshal’
Bottom picture: A Moonbase layout at NW BrickCon

broad usability and relevance.
The Moonbase standard introduced an appealing multi-player concept that literally integrated AFOLs from
all over the world with one another. Therefore, the Moonbase standard offers a major improvement to the
otherwise solitary LEGO play experience.
An overview of the Moonbase development process (based on Palmer, Zemi.net, 2006)

August 2003

Moonbase
LDraw
Template

Modules and
standards are
developed
The Moonbase
project is born

July
2002

Micro Moonbase
New types of
standard: 16x16/8x8
tracks
is proposed by
moonway
SWELUG
(racetracks)

Integration of train
and space
2002

2003

2004
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Moonbase
modules are
created using
the
LEGO Digital
Designer
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Mini-case 6: A New Type of LEGO Play – BrickFilms
The first known stop motion animation using LEGO elements, also known as a Brickmation began in
1985 and was produced over a four and a half year period. The idea of using LEGO elements to create
stop motion animations came from not one but many AFOLs (AFOL Joshua Leasure, owner and site
administrator of BrickFilms.com, 2005). In 2000, Jason Rowoldt launched Brickfilms.com as he needed a
way of distributing his own LEGO stop motion animations. Brickfilms hereafter became a ‘home’ for

Brickfilmers (as AFOLs who produced Brickmations called themselves). Brickfilmers generally have a
strong interest in movies and the technical sides of filmmaking. Among other things production of stop
motion animation requires knowledge about the different kinds of software that is used for filming, video
and audio editing, but also special effects, dramaturgy etc. Today, Brickfilms.com gives access to over 700
films made by AFOLs (mostly North Americans). BrickFilmers arranged a variety of contests, such as the

24-Hour Animation Challenge; community projects, where Brickfilmers pooled resources and worked on
a shared project, sometimes for years; film festivals, and review systems that evaluated and rated
Brickmations. Brickfilmers have developed online resources that allow for knowledge sharing about
everything there is to know about stop motion animation like: How to write a good script, what softand hardware to use, how to improve images, how to apply sound effects, what legal issues to consider
when broadcasting a film etc.
Brickmation’s combination of moving images,
music, and storylines introduced a new dimension to
LEGO play. Because of Brickfilmers wide interest in
movies and filmmaking, their stop motion animations
often had strong references to contemporary and
popular stories and music (go to www.brickfilms.com
for more examples).
Besides making their own stories, Brickfilmers had re-made many well-known movies such as ONE: A

Space Odyssey, Star Wars, Frankenstein, and Harry Potter. Also, they produced a number of music
videos, documentaries, dramas, and horror, fun, and action films. Brickmations have been shown at film
festivals and on the MTV channel. In addition, some Brickmations could be downloaded to mobile
phones in Germany. All in all, BrickFilms offered a radically new type of LEGO play that appealed to
people who were interested in the creation and production of stop motion animations.
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Mini-case 7: Computer Aided Modeling & Design – LDraw
The original LDraw open standard and file format was developed by AFOL James Jessiman in 1995.
Originally, James Jessiman wanted to use the LDraw software to draw images of LEGO elements that
could be used for set inventories. After his death in 1997, a number of AFOLs continued the software
development of LDraw and they developed the LDraw part library, which consisted of the computer
‘drawn’ LEGO elements. Through their collective effort, the LDraw system of free software, developed
for Windows, Macintosh and Linux, gradually became a coherent virtual building system that allowed
people to download the LDraw software via LDraw.org and create 3D MOCs using the LDraw part
library. In addition, AFOLs could use LDraw to create building instructions, animations, and photo
realistic images, see the below examples, which were all created using LDraw.

Source: Thunderchild D-1 by Chris Giddens, BR 50 Teppichklopfer by Reinhard 'Ben' Beneke, MAN truck by
Jennifer Clark, Prussian passenger train by Steve Barile

LDraw.org features an extensive on-line tutorial section, and two how-to books have been published
and are sold via Amazom.com, see book covers below.
Since LDraw was launched in 1999, multiple tens of
thousands

of

people

have

downloaded

the software, which verifies LDraw’s popularity, not
only ‘within’ but also ‘outside’ the AFOL community.
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The mini-cases illustrate how AFOLs generally take upon themselves to improve and develop
different aspects of the LEGO hobby. Their innovations add variance, complexity, and new
dimensions to the LEGO System and the play process, and they allow AFOLs to achieve new
creative expressions. Furthermore, the mini-cases also exemplify how AFOLs often made use of
a wide range of materials, technologies, and resources to aid their innovation processes.
Interviewing the AFOLs who had created the innovations described in the mini-cases, I found
that the innovations were often the result of a process which involved both individual and
community effort. In many cases, AFOLs individually came up with what can be called an early

conceptualization, which involved visualizing or explaining the core idea of the innovation. Later,
the early conceptualization was typically announced to a broader audience on Lugnet and other
‘places’. After the announcement, more AFOLs typically became involved in the further
development and expansion of the early conceptualization, as seen, for example, in the case of
LDraw, where many AFOLs participated in the demanding task of developing a number of
software applications. AFOLs furthermore describe how ‘show and tell’68 sessions at LUG
meetings offered a way of presenting and getting feedback and input from the AFOL
community. Often, however, as in the case of, for example, LDraw, BrickFilms, and Moonbase,
the individual AFOLs who came up with the early conceptualization of the innovation, or played
a critical role in propelling the innovation forward, were recognized for their work in the
anecdotes shared among AFOLs.
Innovations as Development and Continuation of Discontinued LEGO Play Themes
By further investigating the type of innovations AFOLs performed, I found that AFOLs
sometimes engaged in the development and continuation of discontinued LEGO play themes.
For example, when the LEGO Group launched the LEGO Star Wars product line, to avoid
competition from the LEGO Group’s other product lines, license agreements with Lucas Films
demanded that the LEGO Group stopped its production of the classic LEGO Space play theme,
as it was deemed too close to the LEGO Star Wars universe. The classic LEGO Space product
line was therefore taken off the market to make room for the LEGO Star Wars product line.
Compared to LEGO Star Wars, the LEGO Space play theme was more of a slow burn in terms
of market penetration. Since LEGO Space was launched on the market in 1979, the play theme
had grown steadily and become popular among many LEGO consumers. Thus, for these
68

Typically, LUG meetings involve a ‘show and tell’ session. Here, AFOLs present their MOCs and explain how the
idea was conceived and how the MOC was created etc.
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consumers, when LEGO Space was taken off the market, it left a void which could not be filled
by the new LEGO Star Wars product line. To make up for the loss of LEGO Space many
AFOLs began to develop their own Space play themes. AFOL Chris Giddens, for example,
began developing what is known as the Pre-Classic Space play theme. He aimed at bridging
LEGO Space themes developed by the LEGO Group such as LEGO Life on Mars and LEGO

Spaceport with classic LEGO space themes. As Figure 7.3 demonstrates, Gidden’s work has
continued the development of the classic LEGO Space play theme. In terms of distributing his
work, a few of Giddens’ MOCs and building instructions are sold on BrickLink. At www.classicspace.com AFOLs can, however, find inspiration in Giddens’ many MOCs.
Figure 7.3
Examples of Chris Gidden’s Pre-Classic Space work

AFOLs also continued to develop and improve LEGO play themes that originally appealed to
younger children. For example, some AFOLs continued to develop the LEGO Fabuland play
theme, which featured animal characters and was set in a peaceful suburbia-like setting. LEGO
Fabuland was produced and brought to market by the LEGO Group in 1979. In 1989:
‘Unfortunately Lego stopped to produce them [the Fabuland play theme]... what a crime toward
the humanity!’ as it said on the Fabuland fan site: Asylum - Refuge for Fabulander and

Fabulandphiles (http://fabuland.altervista.org/fabuland/index.htm#cosa, 2006). Among others,
AFOL Mark Larson continued to develop LEGO Fabuland, albeit with a different storyline.
Inspired by the popular TV series Desperate Housewives,Larson rewrote Fabuland’s storyline
and developed a number of new characters and plots which he shared on Brickzone.net (see
Figure 7.4 for examples of his MOCs and characters). On Brickzone one can read about the
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latest developments on what Larson calls Histeria Lane (known as Wisteria Lane in the original
Desperate Housewives TV series), and be inspired by the many MOCs Larson has created.
Figure 7.4
Fabuland Housewives by Mark Larson

Improvement innovations such as the Pre-Classic Space and Fabuland Housewives play themes
illustrate how AFOL innovations at times also fill out gaps that occur in cases where the LEGO
Group decides to discontinue certain play themes. Moreover, they exemplify how AFOL
innovations sometimes expand existing LEGO developed play themes, and how AFOL
innovations bring new possibilities and ideas to well-known LEGO play themes.
Custom Kits
Another example of AFOL innovations is custom kits, i.e. AFOLs’ MOCs, which were sold at
venues such as BrickLink, eBay, or via privately owned sites. Custom kits were designed entirely
by AFOLs, they used LEGO elements, and there were often only a limited number of sets for
sale. Custom kits were often branded, and the logo and packaging often had a distinctive graphic
style that identified the creator. The kits came complete with LEGO elements, AFOL developed
building instructions, decals for the MOCs, a certificate documenting the number of kits
produced etc., and custom packaging. Some kits were sold as CD ROM instructions and did not
include LEGO elements but only the AFOL developed design and building instructions. An
example of custom kits is Chris Giddens’ Pre-Classic Space MOCs, called S.L.A.M. customs kits.
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Other custom kits were found online at: Brickmania, Custom LEGO Kits, The Lions Gate

Models (Craftsman Kits & Custom Models built from LEGO® bricks), and The Guild of
Bricksmiths (Kits of Distinction: Designed by Craftsmen, Built by Connoisseurs). Figure 7.5
shows some of the kits which were sold via Mechanized Brick, a site which was owned by Chris
Churchill and which specialized in real military tanks, armored fighting vehicles, and aircraft:
Figure 7.5
Custom kits from Mechanized Brick

It is not known how many custom kits were being sold, and I have not been able to estimate
the monetary value of these kits to AFOLs. Lately, some AFOLs have begun to experiment with
how they can make their designs available through LEGO Factory. Although LEGO Factory is
still in its very early stages, many AFOL developed MOCs are already on display. However, it
remains to be seen whether and in what form AFOLs will be able to use LEGO Factory as a
channel for selling their own designs.
As this chapter has shown, AFOLs perform many different types of innovations. With the aim of
further describing the AFOLs who produce these innovations, I will in the following further
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describe AFOLs, and compare the AFOLs who innovate and compare them with AFOLs who
do not innovate, the non-innovators.
AFOL Innovators versus Non-Innovators
In order to make descriptions and comparisons between innovators and non-innovators
possible, I first separated the survey data set into two main groups: 1) The innovators (25.5% of
the respondents), whose innovations had been categorized in Table 7.1, and 2) The non-

innovators (74.5% of the respondents), who either proposed no innovations, or whose
innovations had been screened out. Using SPSS, as described in Chapter 4, I then performed
simple quantitative data analysis resulting in frequency counts and cross tabulations which
showed the distribution of responses within the two groups. As I was interested in comparing
the two datasets, statistical tests were performed to establish whether the observed differences
in the two datasets were statistically significant. Lasse Kjeldsen, who was working for the Danish
firm Explorer, which specializes in strategic planning and ethnographic studies, and who is a
specialist in the statistical area, helped me perform the tests. As the survey comprised two types
of data: 1) Data which were linked to a 5-point Likert scale, and 2) Data which could be
separated into two groups which allowed for either ‘yes’ and ‘no’ responses, two standard
statistical tests were performed to determine statistical significance: A t-test and a chi square

test.
Socio-Demographics
Age-wise and in regard to education, country of origin, and family status, innovators largely
resembled the group of non-innovators. In other words, no significant differences could be
observed between the two groups. However, as we begin to examine what we may term
innovators’ use behaviour, their attitudes and experiences of being AFOLs, differences begin to
emerge.

Use-Related Behaviour
Similar to the characteristics of the core member/Insider (see Chapter 3), innovators made wide
use of different types of online community resources significantly more than non-innovators.
This observation is consistent with findings from other innovation studies (cf. Franke & Shah,
2003). However, this study provides a more detailed description of how innovators make use of
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resources made available through their community membership for. For example, as shown in
Table 7.3, innovators check out new MOCs, they buy and sell LEGO products, and they
exchange ideas and discuss topics of interest significantly more than non-innovators. The survey
(2005) furthermore showed that relatively more innovators compared to non-innovators also
belong to LUGs and participate in different forms of community events. Thus, half of the
innovators participate in online discussions at least once a week, and six out of ten innovators
belong to LUGs.
Table 7.3
AFOLs’ use of online sites
Characteristic

Innovator1
n=205

Non-innovator2
n=598

Difference3
(Percentage)

To check out new MOCs

99.0

92.3

6.7**

To hear the latest rumors or gossip

80.0

73.9

-

To buy/trade LEGO bricks and sets

68.3

57.2

11.1**

To exchange ideas

67.8

35.8

32.0**

To discuss topics of interest

60.0

33.4

26.6**

To talk with friends

38.0

16.2

21.8**

To engage in dialog with the LEGO Group

30.7

14.4

16.4**

What do you use the online AFOL sites for:

(select as many as apply)

1) The shown values are percentages. n= 205 respondents
2) The shown values are percentages. n=598 respondents
3) Chi-2 test

*Significant at a 0.05 level
** Significant at a 0.01 level

Source: Survey, June 2005, N= 803.

Table 7.4 introduces more findings regarding innovators versus non-innovators’ approaches to
and experiences with the LEGO hobby
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Table 7.4
Characteristics of innovators versus non-innovators
Innovator2
n=205

Non-innovator3
n=598

Difference
(Mean)4

I often find AFOLs’ MOCs more inspiring than models
produced by LEGO

4.1

3.6

0.5**

I am inspired by materials produced by the LEGO Group
(like their websites. catalogues. product lines etc.)

3.4

3.5

-

I often visit LEGO.com, read newspaper articles etc. to
keep myself updated about the company

3.6

3.6

-

I like to share my ideas with other AFOLs

3.5

2.7

0.8**

Without the AFOL community I would not be as actively
involved with LEGO as I am today
I have found some really good friends among AFOLs

3.8
3.4

3.3
2.6

0.5**
0.8**

The LEGO Group should not interfere with AFOL
community activities

3.1

3.1

-

The AFOL community is the ‘friendliest community’ on the
Internet
Most people don’t understand how adults can have LEGO
as a hobby

3.6

3.4

-

3.8

3.8

-

Fixed-choice questions1

Inspiration

The AFOL community

Approach to the LEGO hobby

I have a very good understanding of the LEGO System, its
possibilities and its limitations

4.4

3.8

0.6**

I consider myself a LEGO purist
I am always the first to know about new things of interest
to my LEGO hobby
I am ahead of other AFOLs in recognizing new LEGO
related ideas and solutions

4.1

4.0

-

3.8

3.5

0.3**

2.8

2.3

0.5**

I am known to create ‘new to the world’ MOCs

2.7

2.0

0.8**

I consider LEGO products best in class, always

4.6

4.4

0.2*

I admire the LEGO Group

3.9

4.0

-

The LEGO Group is an innovative company
The LEGO brand and products are growing in popularity

3.8
3.2

3.8
3.4

-

I recommend buying LEGO products to others

4.8

4.5

0.3**

In the future, I expect to propose ideas to the LEGO
Group

2.9

2.5

0.5**

The LEGO Group cares about my opinions

3.0

3.1

-

I consider myself to be an ambassador for the LEGO
Group

3.6

3.1

0.5**

LEGO brand perceptions

Relationship with the LEGO Group

1) The different statements were evaluated using a five-point
Likert scale where 1: Strongly disagree and 5: Strongly agree
2) The shown values are means. n= 205 respondents
3) The shown values are means. n= 598 respondents
4) Two-Tailed t-tests for independent samples
Source: Survey, June 2005, N= 803.
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Inspiration
If we look at AFOLs’ sources of inspiration (see Table 7.4), innovators, significantly more than
non-innovators, agree to being more inspired by other AFOLs’ MOCs compared to those that
are produced by the LEGO Group. Although innovators to a significantly higher degree
(compared to non-innovators) state that they have found really good friends among AFOLs,
Table 7.3 shows that innovators’ use online resources mainly to become informed, to exchange
ideas, and to discuss topics of interest etc. These findings indicate that AFOLs’ interactions and
use of online resources first and foremost are characterized by being focused on interests which
regard ‘love of the brick’. In other words, whereas some AFOLs use online resources to ‘talk
with friends’, most base their interactions on ‘topics’ related to the LEGO hobby.

Role of the AFOL Community
Innovators are characterized by the fact that they like to share their ideas with other AFOLs
significantly more than non-innovators. Compared to non-innovators, innovators also think of
their membership in the AFOL community as playing a key role in explaining their active
involvement with the LEGO hobby. Finally, innovators are characterized by having found, to a
significantly greater extent than non-innovators, some really good friends among AFOLs. Taken
as a whole, these findings show that innovators are socially more involved, and also that they
‘invest’ more social ‘energy’ in their community membership.

Approach to the LEGO Hobby
Compared to non-innovators, innovators to a significantly higher degree think of themselves as
having a very good understanding of the LEGO System. Also, innovators consider themselves to
always be among the first to know things of interest to their LEGO hobby and to create ‘new
to the world’ MOCs. Similarly, they feel ahead of other AFOLs in recognizing new LEGO
related ideas and solutions. However, as shown in Table 7.4, we also see that in general,
innovators are relatively modest when it comes to categorizing themselves as someone who is
ahead of other AFOLs in recognizing new LEGO related ideas and solutions, and also when it
comes to being known as someone who creates ‘new to the world’ MOCs. Thus, whereas
many AFOLs perceive themselves as knowing the LEGO System really well and as being wellinformed about new things of interest to the LEGO hobby, as a group, they do not stand out as
people who ‘strongly agree’ that they are ahead of the rest of the AFOL community. I suggest
that the reason many innovators have ticked ‘neither nor’ to the questions of being ahead of
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other AFOLs and of being known to create ‘new to the world’ MOCs originates in the fact that
when AFOLs compare themselves to one another they compare themselves to a group of
generally very interested and motivated likeminded others. Had the comparison been made to
e.g. ‘regular’ consumers, I suggest we would have seen a different result, as AFOLs generally
think of this group of consumers as being inactive and lacking an understanding of the LEGO
hobby as being deep and complex (see Chapter 6).

LEGO Brand Perceptions/Relationship with the LEGO Group
In general, both innovators and non-innovators are characterized by having very positive
perceptions of LEGO products and the LEGO Group. In particular, we see that innovators
significantly more than non-innovators consider the LEGO products to be best in class, and also
that they recommend buying LEGO products to others. In this connection the survey (2005)
also showed that innovators significantly more than non-innovators considered themselves to
be ambassadors for the LEGO Group. As we have seen in previous chapters, AFOLs strongly
associate with the LEGO brand as a product. AFOLs’ evaluation of the LEGO products being in
a class of their own and the fact that they recommend LEGO products to others further verify
this finding.
However, additional survey data (2005) show that close to half of the respondents had no
clear perception about, or disagreed to LEGO products being good value for money. Likewise,
close to half of the respondents did not feel inspired by the materials produced by the LEGO
Group (website, catalogues etc.), and seven out of ten AFOLs were uncertain, or disagreed that
the LEGO Group cared about their opinions. Finally, three out of ten AFOLs (close to four out
of ten innovators) agreed that the LEGO Group should not interfere with AFOLs’ community
activities. Thus, whereas AFOLs overall think highly of the LEGO Group and its products, when
it comes to, for example, price/quality evaluations, and whether AFOLs believe that the LEGO
Group cares about their opinions or not, AFOLs’ perceptions are less definite.

Motivations to Innovate
As Table 7.5 shows, and in line with what most user innovation studies shows (cf. von Hippel,
2001; Moon & Sproull, 2001; Franke & Shah, 2003; Lüthje, 2004; Jeppesen, 2004; ; Füller et. al.,
2005; Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006), AFOLs do not innovate because they expect monetary
compensation. Instead, AFOLs reported innovating because they had a need for the particular
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thing that they could not find elsewhere, and because the innovation was considered fun to do.
These findings also correspond with other user innovation studies.
In addition, close to every other innovator agrees that they innovated because they were
inspired by other AFOLs’ ideas. As we have seen, AFOLs generally take a stong interest in
seeing other AFOLs’ MOCs. Thus, despite the fact that few AFOLs agree that they like the
social process of creating something with other people, the innovation process was not an
isolated and lonely process per se. Nevertheless, within the context of the AFOL community,
data do not suggest that AFOLs particularly value the social process of creating something

together. Rather, it is the process of sharing ideas and being inspired by other AFOLs’ work
which seem most appealing to AFOLs.
AFOLs generally agree that the innovation process makes them feel creative, and that it
offers a challenging and personally rewarding feeling. These findings correspond with AFOLs’
associations of LEGO play as representing a creative outlet and a way of relaxing and
reconnecting with the past, as described in Chapter 5.
Table 7.5
Motivations to innovate and AFOLs’ reasons for innovating

What made you come up with this invention?

Innovators
n=205
%

I had a need for that particular thing, and I could
not find it elsewhere

74.1

I thought it would be just fun to do

66.3

I got inspired by someone else’s idea

Why do you innovate?

Innovators
n=205
%

It is fun!!!

89.3

It makes me feel creative

76.6

47.3

I like the challenge of creating something from
scratch

69.8

No one had thought about it before

30.2

It is a rewarding feeling

69.3

We were a group of people just talking and the
idea/innovation emerged from these talks

11.7

It is what I am best at

24.4

Another AFOL had asked for the
idea/innovation, and I thought up a solution

6.8

Without innovation, LEGO toys are simply too
boring

17.6

I wanted to create something that I could
benefit from financially

4.9

I like the social process of creating something
with other people

14.6

Source: The AFOL survey, June 2005. n=205.

To learn more about the group of innovators, I further investigated the group of AFOLs who
had created the more demanding major improvement innovations and the first-of-type
innovations. Concretely, I examined the 39 major improvement and the first-of-type innovations
listed in Table 7.1. Of these, I found that 20 were produced by AFOLs who considered it
important to be AFOL and who thought of themselves as having strong ties to the AFOL
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community (see Table 6.1 in Chapter 6). The remaining 17 innovations were performed by
AFOLs who considered it important to be an AFOL but who thought of themselves as having

weak ties to the AFOL community. The remaining two were performed by other types of
AFOLs. In other words, survey data (2005) showed that although the important to be

AFOL/strong tie type of AFOLs69, who made up 14.7% of the surveyed population, clearly
proposed more innovations than any other type of AFOL, the important to be AFOL/weak tie
type of AFOL70 should not be neglected given the number of innovations proposed by this
group. However, whereas survey data (2005) showed that 83.6% of the important to be

AFOL/strong tie type of innovative AFOLs liked to share their ideas with other AFOLs, only
41.7% of the important to be AFOL/weak tie type of innovative AFOLs agreed with this. These
observations strongly indicate that the important to be AFOL/weak tie type of innovating
AFOLs tend to ‘sit on’ their innovations and not reveal them to the same extent as the

important to be AFOL/strong tie type of innovating AFOLs. All in all, innovations performed by
the important to be AFOL/strong tie type of AFOL tend to reach more AFOLs compared to
the innovations performed by the important to be AFOL/weak tie type of innovative AFOL. I
further discuss this topic in Chapter 8.
The Relevance of AFOL Innovations to a Larger Market
As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter I find the question of whether AFOL innovations
are of relevance to a larger market to be relevant to the general study of AFOLs as innovators. I
believe there are two ways of investigating this question.
The first method of exploring the relevance of AFOL innovations to the larger market
involves, inspired by von Hippel (1988), the comparison of AFOL innovations with international
toy trends identified by, for example, international toy associations, or by international toy
business analysts who project future market opportunities. The logic here is that if AFOL
innovations correspond with toy trends identified by these independent institutions and toy
business experts, it seems reasonable to suggest that AFOL innovations have relevance to a
larger and future market. Also, it tells us that AFOLs foreshadow future market needs, which is
The important to be AFOL/strong tie type of AFOL refers to AFOLs who characterized their relationship with
the AFOL community in the following way: Being an AFOL means a lot to me and I have strong ties to the AFOL
community
70
The important to be AFOL/weak tie type of AFOL refers to AFOLs who characterized their relationship with
the AFOL community in the following way: Being an AFOL means a lot to me. My ties to the AFOL community
are, however, rather weak.
69
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a distinctive lead-user characteristic (von hippel, 1988). This finding is also discussed further in
Chapter 8.
Overall, the toy industry is described as having changed profoundly during the last decade.
First of all, lower birthrates have negatively affected the size of the toy market (Toy Industry
Association, 2004). Furthermore, technological developments have created new and fast
growing markets outside the traditional toy market. Video and computer games put pressure on
the demand for traditional toys, and whereas some toy analysts state that the ‘nature’ of play
remains unchanged, children increasingly turn away from traditional toys (Toy Wishes, 2005).
Nevertheless, as recent global toy market sales figures have demonstrated, the toy market
continues to represent a massive market at over $50 billion annually71 (Brush, 2004). Thus, just
to indicate the size of the toy market, figures show that the US toy market was twice as large as
the video games industry, and 1.5 times larger than the music industry (Brush, 2004). Specifically,
toy trends have a tendency to be reported either as very general trends (for example, that the
integration of technologies in toys is expected to last), or they were described as concrete
products which were expected to become ‘hot’ among children the following Christmas. For
example, the Toy Retailers Association (representing UK and Irish retailers) predicted that the
Air Hogs Zero Gravity from Spin Master and the Cars Fast Talkin' McQueen from Mattel would
become top selling Christmas items for 2006. In sum, although I find the method of comparing
AFOL innovations with toy trends to be highly relevant, I found that the toy trends were
described in such a manner that they were either too general to provide any specific direction,
or that they were too specific to tell whether an innovation was of broader relevance to the
future toy market or not. Furthermore, toy trends tended to be described in a short-term
perspective only and did not make projections about what would come in three or four years.
Consequently, because of these conditions, I did not find the method of benchmarking against
toy trends to evaluate the relevance of AFOL innovations to be usable.
I therefore focused on another method which involves comparing AFOL innovations with
the LEGO Group’s product launches. The logic here is that if we can detect whether any of
AFOL innovations have been adopted and later brought to market by the LEGO Group
(independently of whether the LEGO Group was aware of AFOL innovations or not), it

71

For international toy makers, about 40% of their sales come from North America, 30% from Europe and 30%
from Asia, Brush (2004).
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indicate, ceteris paribus, that AFOL innovations are of relevance to the LEGO Group, and
consequently to the larger market served by the LEGO Group72.
AFOL Innovations and the LEGO Group’s Product Launches
Studying AFOL innovations in a longitudinal perspective, once again Lugnet and other AFOL
online resources proved their value as historical archives. Thus, using, for example, the BrickShelf
and Lugnet search functions enabled me to track and explore the innovations AFOLs had listed
in the survey (2005).
As the Lugnet post below shows, among AFOLs the LEGO Group is believed to have
occasionally adopted AFOLs’ ideas:
Box 7.1
TLG [The LEGO Group] does listen to us. (if not officially)

Subject:

TLG Does Listen to us. (if not officially)

Author:

Alex Farlie

Newsgroups: lugnet.dear-lego
Date:

Tue, 8 Aug 2000 13:30:26 GMT

I went back to look at some old Dear lego postings and found some interesting ideas, that subsequently got adopted by TLC/TLG.
Posting titled; Theme Suggestion dated (Wed 2 Dec 1998) suggested Antarctic Explorers- 2000 catalogue we have Arctic
Posting titled snarly Faces - (sun 27 Dec 1998) - 2000 catalogue - Not have as many snarly faces (My opinion)
Harry potter suggested around the end of 1999 - other Lugnet posters said Mattel had an exclusive licence. July 2000 - Lego
announces a Harry Potter Licence.
Can anyone else think of examples of consumer influence?
Alex

72

It should be noted that simply because there may be a relationship between some AFOL innovations and the
LEGO Group’s product launches, I do not see this as a confirmation that all AFOL innovations are of relevance to
the LEGO Group. Furthermore, as I have no access to LEGO sales data, I am not able to tell whether the
innovations conceived by AFOLs, but which had been brought to market by the LEGO Group later proved to be
financially successful. Thus, should a relationship occur, it merely tells us that innovations, at times, first emerged
among AFOLs, and were later brought to market by the LEGO Group, independently of whether the LEGO
Group was aware of AFOL innovations or not. Compared to the first method, the toy trend/expert comparison
method, the second method is not based on the evaluations of independent institutions and experts, which I
believe is a weakness of the method. Put differently, simply because the firm chooses to bring a certain innovation
to market does not, in principle, tell us anything about the potential of the innovation in a broader scope, as the
first method aims to do. Nevertheless, for the reasons mentioned, it was not possible to employ the toy
trend/expert comparison method.
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Besides the examples mentioned in the post, according to anecdotes, AFOLs created virtual
chess games in 1993 (LEGO Chess was released by the LEGO Group in 1998). AFOLs were
also, as previously mentioned, known to have created Star Wars MOCs well before the LEGO
Group launched the LEGO Star Wars product line in 1999. Moreover, AFOLs had conceived
the idea of the LEGO Ambassador Program.
Below I have selected six different cases of AFOL innovations, most will be familiar to the
reader from previous descriptions, which illustrate that AFOLs did indeed conceive innovations
that were later commercialized by the LEGO Group, see Table 7.6. The examples emerged
either via the survey (2005), as in the case of BrickFilms, the Commodor 64 robot, LDraw, or
when investigating the AFOL history and community (described in Chapter 5).
Table 7.6
Examples of AFOLs’ first-of-type innovations and the LEGO Group’s launch to market
Examples of AFOLs’ first-of-type innovations

LEGO Group’s launch to market

1985:
The first known Brickmation -- The Magic Portal -- was started.
Production lasted 5 years. The 16 minute stop motion animation
can be seen at BrickFilms.com.

2000:
LEGO Studios, a complete movie maker set endorsed by movie
director Steven Spielberg, was released on the market.

BrickFilms.com, the stop motion animation website, was launched
by Jason Rowolt in December 2000. The site offered a wealth of
information regarding all facets of stop motion animation
production.
1987:
1998:
Using a digital switch, Lars Gjerløw Jørgensen connects his
The LEGO Mindstorms product line and the LEGO TECHNIC
Commodor 64 computer with LEGO Technic motors which are CyberMaster were released on the market.
integrated into robots Gjerløw has created out of LEGO
elements. Gjerløw also uses light-emitting diodes and photo
diodes in his robots which were operated via commands given by
Gjerløw.
1997:
James Jessiman releases LDraw.

2003:
The LEGO Group releases LEGO Digital Designer 1.0. In 2005,
the LEGO Digital Designer 1.4 provides the foundation for the
LEGO Factory 2005 launch.

1997:
Todd Lehman launches AucZILLA in July, auctioning LEGO
elements in bulk. AucZILLA enables AFOLs to buy specific
quantities of LEGO elements, which was not possible via retail.

1999:
LEGO World Shop opens on the Internet. Customers are now
able to shop directly from the LEGO Group. Over time AFOLs
are able to buy more standardized LEGO elements in specific
quantities.

2000 (January):
AFOL Erich Harshbarger releases the software Pixelego to
facilitate the process of making mosaics out of LEGO bricks.

2000 (November):
The LEGO Group releases the product line LEGO Mosaic
together with the software Brick-o-Lizer.

2000:
A group of AFOLs develops Vikings as a play theme.

2005:
The LEGO Group launches the LEGO Vikings play theme.
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As the examples in Table 7.6 show, AFOLs developed several and different innovations which
were later brought to market by the LEGO Group. Of the six examples shown in the table,
LDraw represents the only innovation which I found had been picked up by the firm. In other
words, I have not been able to find any support either among AFOLs or among LEGO Group
employees that the LEGO Group had been inspired by any of the five other innovations.
Regarding LDraw, it became a source of inspiration in the creation of the 3D modelling

LEGO Digital Designer program, which is a core component in LEGO Factory (launched in
2005). ‘In’ LEGO Factory, consumers use the LEGO Digital Designer software to ‘draw’ their
own LEGO MOCs. Regarding the interaction between AFOLs and the LEGO Group, in 2001
LDraw representatives met with LEGO Direct employees to present LDraw. Later, in 2003 the
LEGO Group released LEGO Digital Designer 1.0. LDraw software developers (signing NDAs)
assisted directly in the development of software development kits, implementation concepts,
and other developments (Lugnet/CAD/post #9808, Jake McKee, April, 2003). In an interview
with a Danish business paper where CEO Jørgen Vig Knudstorp commented on the LEGO
Group’s future business strategy, he coupled the business potential of LEGO Factory with the
‘new LEGO’ (Jakobsen, 2005). Using the analogy of a publishing house in a recent presentation,
Askildsen further elaborated on the business potential of LEGO Factory by pointing to its
potential qualities as a platform which allows consumers to ‘publish’, i.e. to create whatever
LEGO MOC that comes to mind and to sell it to other consumers who find it appealing
(Askildsen, 2007). From this perspective, the LEGO Group is less a toy manufacturer and more
a publishing house, and with LDraw’s link to LEGO Factory, clearly the LDraw innovation has
had been of strategic value to the LEGO Group.
Whereas LDraw represents an innovation which was picked up by the LEGO Group, I have,
as said, not been able to find any support either among AFOLs or among LEGO Group
employees that the LEGO Group had been inspired by AFOLs’ Brickmations, the Commodor
64 interface, AucZILLA, Pixelego, or Vikings. In any case, the point here is not so much whether
the LEGO Group picked up AFOL innovations or not, but the fact that AFOLs conceived ideas
which were later brought to a broader market by the LEGO Group. This relationship suggests
that AFOL innovations can indeed be seen as relevant to a broader market outside the AFOL
community; a market which consists of children and ‘regular’ consumers who do not possess
AFOLs’ complex and sophisticated understandings of the LEGO hobby.
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In sum, this chapter has provided evidence of AFOLs as innovators and has given examples of
the kind of innovations AFOLs perform. Compared to the non-innovating AFOLs, we saw that
innovative AFOLs stood out as people who associate the LEGO hobby with both individual and
social dimensions. They are inspired by other AFOLs and they contribute actively to the life of
the community. They have a very good understanding of the LEGO System, and they generally
have high opinions of LEGO products. As we have seen, most of AFOL innovations can be
categorized as minor improvement innovations. Together with the major improvement
innovations and the first-of-type innovations, AFOL innovations significantly improved and
enriched the LEGO hobby. AFOL innovations broadly improved and renewed in particular four
aspects of the LEGO hobby: 1) The core functionality of the product, which related to the
versatility of the LEGO System, 2) The storytelling dimensions, which related to the many
different play themes AFOLs created, 3) Information sharing among AFOLs, which related to
the many online resources and community events that AFOLs used to communicate and
interact with other AFOLs, and finally 4) Many of AFOLs innovations expanded the play

possibilities of the LEGO System, for example, by coupling LEGO play with other areas of
interest to AFOLs (such as strategy and multiplayer games). AFOL innovations furthermore
allowed AFOLs to gain control over most aspects of the LEGO hobby from buying and selling
LEGO elements, to keeping an inventory over LEGO elements, designing and customizing real
and virtual MOCs, sharing information etc. The cases of AFOL innovations mentioned in Table
7.5 furthermore showed that AFOLs conceived both improvement and first-of-type innovations
which were later brought to market by the LEGO Group (known or unbeknownst to the firm).
The AFOLs who performed these innovations were, in other words, ahead of both other
consumers (non-innovative AFOLs and ‘regular’ consumers alike) and also the LEGO Group in
terms of performing innovations which the LEGO Group later found had market potential and
which they therefore brought to market.
Together with the findings that emerged in Chapters 5 and 6, I now turn to analyzing and
discussing the further and broader implications of the findings outlined in this chapter.
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The purpose of this chapter is to further examine and ‘ponder’ upon the findings suggested by
the empirical chapters. To provide a framework for the ‘pondering’ I have organized the chapter
around the perspectives outlined in the conceptual framework (see Chapter 3). Thus, I begin by
discussing findings concerning the brand community perspective, move on to discuss the brand
meaning perspective, and finally, discuss findings from the user innovation perspective.
Throughout the discussions, I extend the self-understanding interpretation level to include a
common sense and theoretical level. Based on these discussions, the second part of the chapter
draws together and consolidates what I have learned about brand community innovation.
Finally, I suggest a number of key factors that I find characterize brand community innovation.
Brand Community Perspective
To learn more about AFOLs' brand community membership the section first discusses the
consciousness of kind, the rituals and traditions, and the moral responsibility which exist among
AFOLs and which consequently characterize the AFOL community.
Consciousness of Kind
The most important element of community is the consciousness of kind which exists among
members (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001:418). Muniz & O’Guinn point in particular to two ways in
which consciousness of kind manifests itself: In the way members establish legitimacy, i.e. who is
perceived to be using the brand for the ‘right’ reasons and who is not, and in members’
engagement in oppositional brand loyalty, i.e. the way members construct meanings of ‘who we
are’ on the basis of ‘who we are not’, in this case exemplified by an opposing brand. The
dynamics defining oppositional brand loyalty share many similarities with how Tajfel (1982)
characterizes social identity. Hence, based on his social studies of how people discriminate
between people and groups, Tajfel construes social identity as the way a group of people

identify with one another, the way the group differentiates themselves from ‘others’, and the
way they compare themselves to ‘others’. Thus, the analysis of legitimacy and oppositional brand
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loyalty fundamentally tells us something about the way members think of themselves in the
social space, that is, relative to ‘others’.

Legitimacy
Schouten & McAlexander (1995) and Muniz & O’Guinn (2001) have shown how some HarleyDavidson and Saab owners view with skepticism how ‘new’ drivers are attracted to these
brands for what are considered ‘wrong’ reasons. For example, ‘new’ Saab owners are viewed as
having a ‘yuppie attitude’ and ‘new bikers’ are thought of as unauthentic ‘weekend warriors’. The
purpose of such skepticism, Schouten & McAlexander and Muniz & O’Guinn find, is among
other things to protect the brand against what is considered ‘faux’ interpretations and to
maintain the authenticity of the brand.
Regarding AFOLs, in general I find that they do not express ideas about who is attracted to
LEGO products for the ‘right’ reasons and who is not. Basically, AFOLs share the viewpoint that
anyone who wants to express him or herself through LEGO products has the right to do so.
Many AFOLs describe how they have offered advice and helped ‘regular’ consumers find the
right LEGO products for the child they were buying gifts for (at places such as Toys’R’Us, where
AFOLs themselves were looking for LEGO products):
‘A friend of mine and I went down to the store [name of store is
known but has been removed] last night and there was a couple there
…with their eight-year-old son and I somehow started to talk with
them and we talked for 20 min. and the dad is just looking at me like
this guy is nuts. And mom and the kid is asking questions and talking
back and forth. It was really fun.’
Yun Mi Antorini: ‘Did they buy anything?’
‘They bought one set. He had a set picked out but he was looking for a
set from a couple of years ago and I went, I think I have four of those at
home. Hey mom, why don’t you give me your email address and I will
sent you a note next week? So I will probably sell her one or two. It
was just so funny. I walked out of there with a grin from ear to ear...It
was a treat. But around here everybody is like that. Everyone is willing
to talk about ‘the brick’. Because it is something we all enjoy so much.’
(Informant 1, 2003)

Thus, unlike some Harley-Davidson and Saab owners, AFOLs do not feel threatened by ‘others’
using the brand. In fact, at community events and other events where ‘regular’ consumers come
to take a look at AFOLs’ MOCs, some AFOLs hand out cards and flyers that tell ‘regular’
consumers where they can find the local LUG and websites such as Lugnet, Bricklink etc.
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A number of possible explanations can be offered as to why AFOLs generally keep an open
stance towards ‘regular’ consumers. First of all, having themselves been characterized as a
‘shadow market’, AFOLs have on several occasions during interviews described the experience
of being excluded and devaluated as ‘not real LEGO consumers’. As I will show later in this
chapter, the experience of not being engaged in a mainstream hobby and of being devaluated
sits deep in the AFOL community. Thus, from the perspective of AFOLs’ own experiences, I
suggest that the idea of excluding others on the basis that they are using LEGO products for the
‘wrong’ reasons fundamentally goes against AFOLs’ sense of moral responsibility, because of
their own experiences of being rejected and devaluated.
Second, it can be suggested that an including rather than an excluding approach to who can
use LEGO products, AFOLs can more effectively challenge the marginalized position that is
associated with the misunderstandings that AFOLs are subjected to by ‘regular’ consumers.
Judging from the increasing numbers of visitors at BrickFest and other AFOL community events,
this strategy, which emphasizes openness, seemingly works well for AFOLs.
Third, the process involved in the transition of Lugnet and the attempts made to form
organizations like SciBrick have given, as we saw earlier, AFOLs the experience that ‘elitist’ and
excluding approaches to the LEGO hobby do not work well. Rather, a broad-based approach
to who can be members of the AFOL community better reflects the way a majority of AFOLs
want the community to be. From a recruitment perspective, a broad-based rather than an
‘elitist’ approach offers more possibilities for the AFOL community to further expand its
membership number, which in turn provides the community with a welcome ‘fresh eye and
new ideas’, as one AFOL put it. The fact that AFOLs' 'love of the brick' favors some types of
members while excluding others will be discussed later in this chapter.
Fourth, ever since its founding and early growth days, the AFOL community has been
characterized by friendliness and openness, which has helped AFOLs solve the fundamental
challenges associated with getting the AFOL community up and running. For example, in the
founding and early growth days, friendliness and openness permitted AFOLs to get access to
otherwise hard to get LEGO products, and during the following development stage, openness
and friendliness helped AFOLs work together and create the many organizations and resources
which again enabled AFOLs to share important knowledge and inspiration of relevance and
importance to their hobby. Thus it fundamentally characterizes AFOLs that they depend on one
another (including newcomers) to further develop the skills and specialized knowledge
considered important to the further development of the LEGO hobby. Here, friendliness and
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openness, rather than an ‘elite’ and excluding approach have proven to be more effective in
helping AFOLs achieve this goal.
In sum, the AFOL community is characterized by the fact that no one is perceived to be more
‘right’ or ‘wrong’ in their use of LEGO products. From a consciousness of kind perspective, I
suggest that AFOLs do not become more AFOL by feeding on perceptions of whether ‘others’
are using LEGO products for the ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ reasons. Hence, the motivation to
discriminate against ‘others’ on the basis of these characteristics is limited. When it comes to
who identifies with the AFOL community for the ‘right’ reasons, however, perceptions of
legitimacy change. This perspective is addressed in the following.

‘Love of the Brick’
AFOLs often emphasize that as long as one ‘loves the brick’ other aspects such as political
opinion, religion, country of origin, and sexual orientation should not be considered ‘a big deal’.
Consider the following viewpoint, which was raised in an AFOL discussion of the Lavender Brick
Society, where AFOLs debated whether there should be an organization on Lugnet for lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and transgendered AFOLs:
[Earlier on] Lego fans weren’t gay or straight, they just were Lego
fans. That wasn’t to say there weren’t gay Lego fans, it’s just it wasn’t a
big deal. They were Lego fans first, and only. There weren’t big debates
from right wing religious nuts or segregation into newsgroups based on
sexual preference. People just accepted each other and let them be on
their way’(Lugnet/ Organizations/Canada/rtlToronto/#12612, 2004).

A similar viewpoint exists among Star Trek fans (Kozinets, 2002a) and Saab owners (Muniz &
O’Guinn, 2001), who suggest that as long as people appreciate the brand, race, gender and class
do not matter. AFOLs’ strong focus on ‘love of the brick’ as the main thing that unites them can
be traced back to the founding and early growth days of the AFOL community. Here, AFOLs’
focus was solely on topics which concerned LEGO play and products. It was only later that ‘offtopic’ newsgroups, which invited AFOLs to discuss things not directly related to the LEGO
hobby, emerged on Lugnet and other AFOL online forums. In this connection, AFOLs’ emphasis
on ‘love of the brick’ can be seen as a way of keeping focus on what is considered central,
enduring, and distinctive about the LEGO hobby and of being an AFOL (Albert & Whetten,
1985).
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However, many AFOLs' negative reactions to the idea of forming a Lavender Brick Society
demonstrate how AFOLs’ strong focus on ‘love of the brick’ can in some cases blind them to
the fact that some AFOLs may actually want to share and experience their LEGO hobby in
smaller groups which are not necessarily set on ‘love of the brick’, or other LEGO related topics
for that matter. How can we further explain this 'blindness', or rejection of alternative ways of
interpreting and organizing around the LEGO hobby? Compared to e.g. the Trains, Space,
Castle, and Robotics organizations, which derive their legitimacy from the LEGO brand (whose
brand architecture identifies these themes as individual product lines in the LEGO assortment),
dimensions such as political opinion, religion, country of origin, and sexual orientation can be
seen as introducing alternative, and also personal and individualized approaches to the LEGO
hobby. However, nowhere in the LEGO brand architecture or assortment are such dimensions
addressed or prioritized. Consequently, when responding to the idea of forming the Lavender
Brick Society, many AFOLs argued that such an organization was irrelevant and ‘wrong’, the
argument being that the LEGO hobby is about ‘love of the brick’ and not about religion, sexual
orientation etc. Thus I find that the strong emphasis on 'love of the brick' favors and confers
legitimacy on the organizations and AFOLs who prioritize first and foremost 'the brick', whereas
alternative ways of interpreting the LEGO brand and organizing around the hobby (such as the
Lavender Brick Society) represent illegitimate and 'wrong' interpretations, which are therefore
not accepted by a majority of AFOLs.
In sum, whereas no one is perceived to be more ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ in their use of LEGO
products, when it comes to membership of the AFOL community, most AFOLs’ understanding
of legitimacy changes. Of relevance to the questions raised in Chapter 3, concerning whether or
not there is an official ‘right’ interpretation among members and whether this interpretation
potentially fosters a discriminating attitude, I find that a ‘right’ way of being an AFOL involves
first and foremost prioritizing ‘love of the brick’, i.e. metaphorically keeping an eye on the ball. A
‘wrong’ approach, on the other hand, involves prioritizing personal and individualized interests,
i.e. paying relatively more attention to the man. Whereas ‘love of the brick’ reinforces
consciousness of kind among those who agree to this understanding, those who insist on
introducing alternative dimensions and ways to organize around the LEGO hobby will however
find it difficult to find acceptance for such ideas. Hence, in the case of the Lavender Brick
Society, it never found support among AFOLs, the organization was never established, and no
attempts have since been made to readdress the idea. Consequently, it can be contended that

227

DISCUSSION: PERSPECTIVES ON BRAND COMMUNITY MEMBERSHIP AND INNOVATION

since ‘love of the brick’ is key to AFOLs’ understandings of the LEGO hobby and brand they are
engaged in, although AFOLs say that diversity and alternative lifestyles are accepted among
AFOLs, in reality, making diversity a ‘big deal’ seemingly is not!

Oppositional Brand Loyalty
Another way of studying consciousness of kind relates to how members engage in and form
opinions about opposing brands. Similar to Apple computer (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001) and Mini
Clubman/Cooper owners (Broderick et al., 2003) I find that AFOLs also engage in oppositional
brand loyalty. Thus, as we have seen in Chapter 6, both ‘clone’ brands and not ‘real’ LEGO
products, such as LEGO Bionicle and LEGO Galidor, are perceived to fail to provide the kind of
quality and interconnectedness which AFOLs otherwise know and associate with the LEGO
System. Consequently, ‘clone’ brands and not ‘real’ LEGO products are seen as threats to the
coherence and the quality of the LEGO System. Being founded on a shared ‘love of the brick’, a
threat against the LEGO System compares to a threat against the AFOL community. Thus,
whereas AFOLs see no need for differentiating themselves from ‘others’ who use LEGO
products, ‘clone’ brands and not ‘real’ LEGO products are clearly perceived to be problematic
and unacceptable, as the following comments about LEGO Bionicle made by AFOLs on Lugnet
suggests: ‘Yes, Bionicle was attacked by AFOLs. Unpure! Unclean! Evil! Yes, we called that
one wrong’, ‘Bionicle is ridiculous’, ‘Cheap plastic kids toy’, ‘:(((( It's going down with LEGO...
:((((( …this stupid Slizers, Bionicles ;((((( WHAT'S UP WITH LEGO ?!’
The opposition to ‘clone’ brands and what are considered not ‘real’ LEGO products provides
examples of oppositional brand loyalty but also manifestations of consciousness of kind insofar
as opposition integrates AFOLs around shared ideas of what is considered acceptable and what
is not. As shown in other studies of brand community (Schouten & McAlexander, 1995;
Broderick et al., 2003) this form of consciousness of kind tends to lead to the exclusion of those
who are on the ‘wrong’ side. For example, with regard to the Mini brand community, the
clashes between owners of the BMW Mini and those who believed the new BMW Mini was
‘wrong’ resulted in the emergence of camps of those who were pro and those who were con
the new Mini (Broderick et al., 2003). A similar division of the brand community into camps was
observed among the ‘new bikers’ who formed interpretive communities and relationships with
like-minded others who also felt excluded by the group of owners who perceived themselves
to be the ‘authentic outlaw bikers’ (Schouten & McAlexander, 1995). In both the BMW Mini
and the ‘new bikers’ case, both groups of members were devaluated by the majority of
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members of the brand community. Although tensions between what compares to the official
culture of the brand community (Fiske, 1992), i.e. the group of members who represent the
‘right’ understandings of the brand, and the devaluated members, who represent the ‘wrong’
understandings (e.g. the BMW Mini owners and ‘new bikers’) have been identified, little is
generally known of how the devaluated members actually perceive their situation. In this study, I
have not come across AFOLs who have explicitly stated that they were excluded on the basis
of using a ‘clone brand’ or a not ‘real’ LEGO product. However, I find that the Lavender Brick
Society discussion and the fact that AFOLs who are into LEGO Bionicle (which is perceived by
the majority of AFOLs to be a not ‘real’ LEGO product) have formed an independent online
forum called BZPower strongly indicate that although these AFOLs are not confronted directly
with suggestions to leave the AFOL community, normative influence, which pressures members
to conform to ideas that are represent the ‘official’ interpretation of the community, may have
motivated some members to leave the AFOL community, give up, or hide their engagement
with what is considered ‘wrong’ approaches to the LEGO hobby (Arnould et al., 2004:594595). Later in this chapter I will further discuss how ideas of purity contribute to creating these
norms of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. The point I want to make here is that AFOLs’ consciousness of
kind is based on dynamics that both unite and exclude what is considered ‘wrong’, and that the
AFOL community, like other communities has ‘a control function which is not particularly
liberating’ (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001:427). Regarding the idea that there is a ‘price’ to be paid for
the privilege of membership of community (Algesheimer et al., 2005), seemingly the ‘price’
AFOLs have to pay is one which has to do with exercising one’s ‘right’ to interpret the
membership according to e.g. individual and lifestyle related concerns and interests which are
not based on ‘the brick’.
Concerning legitimacy and members’ engagement in oppositional brand loyalty, this study has
identified yet another process through which consciousness of kind emerges and is perpetuated.
I refer to this perspective, which has not been described before, as the image/identity gap.

Image/Identity Gap
As shown in Chapter 6, the feeling of being misunderstood represents a widely shared feeling
among AFOLs. Many speak of the raised eyebrows, and some describe how, prior to their
membership in the AFOL community, they felt that they were being forced ‘into the closet’, and
that they had to hide their hobby. Based on AFOLs’ accounts, I propose that the experience of
being misunderstood can be conceptualized by what can be called an image/identity gap (Hatch
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& Schultz, 2001). The gap emerges as the result of on the one hand, the image being conferred
on AFOLs by ‘regular’ consumers, and on the other hand, AFOLs’ perceptions of their identity
as AFOLs. Why are AFOLs experiencing an image/identity gap? Firstly, according to the way
brand meaning is transferred from the culturally constituted world to the product, and from
there to the consumer (McCracken, 1986), it can be argued that because the LEGO brand has
been communicated as a child’s toy for over four decades, the brand meanings associated with
the idea of ‘who plays with LEGO products’ have reinforced the image among ‘regular’
consumers that since LEGO products are for children, adults cannot have LEGO as hobby.
AFOLs’ identity on the other hand, is founded in the perception that they are engaged in a
complex and deep hobby. The tensions which emerge in the image/identity gap result in feelings
of being misunderstood: ‘When I tell people that I build with LEGO they act surprised. Because
in our culture it is a child’s toy and they do not see it as much more than something they played
with when they were kids and grew out of it’ (Informant 3, 2003), and to some degree also
feelings of being devaluated: ‘the dad is just looking at me like this guy is nuts’ (Informant 1,
2003).
Secondly, I suggest that the LEGO Group’s categorization of AFOLs as a ‘shadow market’
and the firm’s rejection of AFOLs as ‘real’ consumers in the founding and early growth stage of
the AFOL community have also contributed to the identity/image gap. As described in Chapter
5, the LEGO Group has recently launched a number of initiatives aimed at recognizing AFOLs
as ‘real’ consumers. Many AFOLs believe that the LEGO Group has indeed improved their
attitude towards AFOLs. Nevertheless, AFOLs who have been around since the beginning of
the AFOL community still recall the days when the LEGO Group was known to behave like an
‘unresponsive and impenetrable monolith’ that wanted no contact with AFOLs or the AFOL
community. To these AFOLs, their relationship with the LEGO Group often comprises
paradoxical associations: On the one hand, they find that the LEGO Group has become much
more open and obliging, while on the other hand, associations coupled with feelings of being
rejected and devaluated tend to be deep-seated. For example, a recent case of the 2005 April
fool’s prank at BrickFilms.com illustrates how AFOLs’ past experiences with the LEGO Group
continue to influence the way they think about the firm. The April fool’s prank was organized by
a few members of BrickFilms. It was conceived around the idea that the LEGO Group had
written a letter to the owner of BrickFilms, Josh Leasure, stating that members of BrickFilm
could no longer use LEGO products in their animations. If they continued to do so, the letter
stated, the LEGO Group would take legal action against BrickFilms.com. The letter was shared
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among members of BrickFilms, and it quickly created much debate and the organizing of a
protest letter to the LEGO Group. Many members bought into the prank, and on
BrickFilms.com, it was later argued that that the prank was believable because: ‘LEGO is well
known for its litigious nature (a fact that helped this prank tremendously)’ (BrickFilms.com,
2005). Had members not associated the LEGO Group with being litigious, the prank would, in
other words, not have been successful.
How can we explain the dynamics that keep the image/identity gap alive? With reference to
Schein’s (1992) cultural studies, I suggest that although AFOLs clearly recognize the LEGO
Group’s more open approach, former experiences of rejection and devaluation have become
embedded in the AFOL community’s basic assumptions as habits of perception (Schultz, 1994).
Schultz (1994) explains how habits of perception originate from older, wiser, and more
experienced members. Thus, in regard to the question of the dynamics behind the
identity/image gap, I find that basic assumptions of the LEGO Group as unresponsive and
litigious exist as habits of perception that continues to influence how AFOLs perceive, think, and
feel about the firm. Furthermore, I suggest that the habits of perception continue to live on
because ‘senior’ AFOLs are still very active and involved in AFOLs’ activities. In times of change
or conflict, like in the case of the color change, the April fool’s prank at BrickFilms, or when the
LEGO Group announced on Lugnet that the firm wanted to interact with AFOLs, we see that
feelings of rejection and devaluation quickly become re-activated and re-associated with the
LEGO Group. Thus, even though AFOLs know things have changed, habits of perception tend
to surface in cases where the AFOL community is somehow confronted with the LEGO Group
allegedly saying or doing ‘things’ that can be interpreted to be similar to what happened during
the days of the ‘unresponsive and impenetrable monolith’.
In any event, the point here is that the rejection and devaluation that AFOLs felt they were
subjected to in the founding and early growth stage continues to exist among AFOLs at a more
or less unconscious and tacit level. In this connection, it can be suggested that the image/identity
gap is ‘kept alive’ among other things because the LEGO Group has not been able to fully
‘replace’ AFOLs’ habits of perception with newer ideas and experiences of who the firm is. For
instance, it can be suggested that Justus’ message to AFOLs (shown in Chapter 5) stating: ’We
want to be a company with whom you want to be involved. We want to be the company
you’d like us to be’ represents a contrast to how many AFOLs experienced, for example, the
way the color change was handled by the firm.
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In sum, consistent with Muniz & O’Guinn’s findings (2001:427), I find that AFOLs are connected
to other AFOLs through the benefits of the community. Some of these benefits regard the
sharing and exchange of knowledge and inspiration, which are central to members’ skill and
specialized knowledge development. Other benefits are related to the social support
membership offers. In this connection, shared perceptions of legitimacy, engagement in
oppositional brand loyalty, and experiences coupled with the image/identity gap all reinforce
AFOLs’ consciousness of kind. However, these processes also create, as we have seen, outgroup experiences for those who are perceived to be on the ‘wrong’ side of what is considered
legitimate understandings of the LEGO brand and hobby. Although this and other studies of
brand community have not provided empirical evidence of members who have been excluded
on the basis of having a ‘wrong’ understanding of the brand, the existence of normative
pressures has indeed been identified and documented (see also Schouten & McAlexander,
1995; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; Broderick et al., 2003; Algesheimer et al., 2005).
The chapter now turns to discussing AFOLs’ rituals and traditions. Whereas consciousness of
kind has to do with AFOLs’ sense of ‘we’ness’, AFOL’s rituals and traditions represent ‘vital
social processes by which the meaning of the community is reproduced and transmitted within
and beyond the community’ (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001:421). Similar to Schein’s (1992) and
Schultz’s (1994) understandings of organizational culture, Muniz & O’Guinn links rituals and
traditions with the maintenance of the culture of the community.
Rituals and Traditions
What characterizes AFOLs’ rituals and traditions and how do they contribute to maintaining
AFOL culture? As shown in Chapter 5, some of AFOLs’ rituals and traditions, like the ‘Dirty
Brickster’ and the Q&A sessions are physically bound to community events. Others, such as the
LEGO Factory Tour, take place as annual excursions. Some rituals, such as the speed building
competition, follow a clear and predefined structure. Others, such as the BrickFest opening and
closing ceremonies, vary in content and deviations from the program often occur. The
organization and participation in the group photo at community events require no form of
introduction or preparation. Other activities, such as the ‘Dirty Brickster’, the individualization of
participants’ community event badges, and participation in Robotics competitions require some
preparation prior to the event. Most AFOL rituals and traditions can, however, be learned by
observing them in action, i.e. how they are carried out by AFOLs. Moreover, most rituals and
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traditions are open to all, i.e. one does not have to sign up or to be accepted upfront to
participate. As such, the rituals and traditions which can be observed in the AFOL community
organize ‘senior’ and newcomers, experienced and inexperienced AFOLs around shared
activities which enable AFOLs to experience themselves as part of a larger community.
Muniz & O’Guinn (2001) point to two forms of rituals and traditions in particular which are
shared among brand community members: the celebration of the history of the brand and the
sharing of brand stories.

Celebrating the History of the Brand
Compared to, for example, Star Trek fans (Jenkins, 1992a,b; Tulloch & Jenkins, 1995; Kozinets,
1997), Mini owners (Broderick et al., 2003), and Harley-Davidson owners (Schouten &
McAlexander, 1995), who are known to emphasize the emotional sides of the brand, AFOLs
tend to take a more factual and less emotional approach to the way they relate to the history of
the LEGO brand, which the following summary of a longer text written by an AFOL illustrates:
The History of LEGO

The LEGO Group, still based where it started in Billund, Denmark, sells
over $1 billion worth of products every year. Since 1949 the company
has manufactured more than 200 billion plastic bricks. In 2005, the
company became profitable again after a few slow years, ranking as the
number one boys’ toy brand in the United States (http://brickiwiki.
wetpaint. com/page/The+History+of+LEGO, 2006).

Thus, I find that AFOLs generally focus less on describing the great and spectacular moments in
the brand’s history and more on listing facts. The many scanned and uploaded photos and
materials (on e.g. Peeron and BrickShelf), which have been collected by AFOLs and which show,
for example, the year of production of different LEGO products, the individual LEGO elements,
building instructions, and communications materials of different kinds, further document the
richness of the LEGO brand. The fact that many of these materials are shared and used
regularly by AFOLs suggests that AFOLs’ historical understanding of the brand is founded on
active use and interaction. As the following shows, knowing the LEGO brand so well can also
lead to what compares to text rejection (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001:424):
‘Dave, I see that Wikipedia is using the Official LEGO Timeline dates.
Well there's a problem with doing that.... about 20-30% of the time
those dates are wrong! I wonder what KKK [Kjeld Kirk Kristiansen,
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owner of the LEGO Group] (who is THEE most knowledgeable LEGO
historian) thinks when he looks at that timeline.... :(
The Billund Archives are not in the best of conditions. A few errors, but
lots of ambiguity. I have been given a few tidbits of data from the
archives that I have ignored, because I found absolute proof to the
contrary’ (Lugnet/General/#53202, 2006).

As the above examples illustrate, AFOLs seek facts rather than emotionally laden accounts of
the LEGO brand. I find that AFOLs’ ‘love of the brick’, i.e. the LEGO System, goes hand in hand
with their fact-based approach to the LEGO history in so far as the way AFOLs talk about the
LEGO System is based in a logical and geometric ‘paradigm’, where emotions have nothing to
do with whether the LEGO System ‘works’ or not. In comparison to AFOLs’ factual approach
to the history of the brand, however, the stories AFOLs tell of their lived experiences with the
brand are often more emotional and also involve personal perspectives and experiences. One
central ritualistic brand story is founded on AFOLs’ shared experiences of going through a ‘dark
age’.

Sharing of Brand Stories: The ‘Dark’ Age
Similar to the ‘saved my life’ tales told by Saab owners (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; O’Guinn &
Muniz, 2005) and the different brand tales members of the Apple Newton (Muniz & Schau
Jensen, 2001) and the Star Trek (Kozinets, 1997) brand communities are known to tell, clearly
the ritualistic character of the ‘dark age’ plays a prominent role in AFOLs’ understanding of who
they are, and what makes them a community.

The ‘Dark Age’ as Symbolic Boundary Drawing
Metaphorically, the ‘dark age’ can be seen as a disconnection, a broken link in a chain that is
otherwise stretched out between at the one end, AFOLs’ LEGO play experiences as children,
and at the other end their LEGO experiences as adults. Listening to the stories AFOLs tell
about the ‘dark age’, they often vary somewhat. Thus, some AFOLs felt socially pressured to
leave LEGO play in their teenage years, some had a ‘grey’ rather than a completely ‘dark age’
(i.e. they kept playing with LEGO products albeit on a reduced level), while others still took up
‘wine, women and song’ and simply forgot about LEGO play. As the different stories illustrate,
there are many personal experiences and accounts of the ‘dark age’. Similar to the way symbols
are known to unite individuals despite the fact that people have individual experiences of what
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the symbols mean (Cohen, 1985), the fact that more or less all AFOLs go through this phase
makes the ‘dark age’ a shared experience. Consequently, although there are no official and
institutionalized ‘right’ ways of what the ‘dark age’ means, AFOLs instantly know what other
AFOLs are referring to when they talk about the ‘dark age’.
In conversations and in text, when AFOLs refer to the ‘dark age’ they usually intend to
explain what being out of the LEGO hobby entailed for them personally, and how entering the
AFOL community brings about benefits and experiences of different kinds. What is, in other
words, typically accentuated by AFOLs is not so much what they actually did during their ‘dark
age’, but rather what they missed while they were out of the hobby, and how re-entry changed
all of that. What did AFOLs miss during their ‘dark age’? In general, the term ‘dark age’ is usually
associated with the early European Middle Ages (around the years 400-1000). This period in
time is referred to as the ‘dark age’ because of the lack of contemporary written history and of
material cultural achievements in general. Much in the same way, AFOLs think of the ‘dark age’
as being void of LEGO play and consequently associate it with the loss of important benefits
and experiences such as creative self-expression and the possibility to relax and escape from
the ‘grown up life of working, having a mortgage etc., as one AFOL put it.
Based on the references to a shared experience of being out of the LEGO hobby and the
notion of a shared past, which is continuously built up through the tales AFOLs tell and share,
the ‘dark age’ can be seen as central to AFOLs' symbolic boundary drawing, which distinguishes
the time before and the time after AFOLs re-enter the LEGO hobby. Consequently, I suggest
that the ‘dark age’ functions as a symbolic reference point, which, among other things,
introduces a chronological order to AFOLs’ lives. Moreover, I propose that although the ‘dark
age’ connotes ‘being out of’, in fact, it symbolically ties together the otherwise broken link in
AFOLs’ lives by bridging the time before with the time after.
Belk (1988) suggests that central to our sense of who we are is the sense of our past, i.e. the
time before. Through his work with the extended self (which will be further explored later in
this chapter), Belk points to the finding that the reason humans value particular objects can be
explained by these objects’ capabilities to call forth recollections of other people, occasions, and
relationships (Belk, 1988:149). In this connection, we may see the LEGO brand as giving AFOLs
access to ‘a personal archive or museum that allows us [AFOLs] to reflect on our histories and
how we have changed.’ (Belk, 1988:159). The process of reconnecting with a brand of the past,
more specifically a childhood brand, is also conceptualized in the form of the brand relationship
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which Fournier (1998:362) labeled the childhood friendship. Fournier describes this relationship
as affectively laden, yielding comfort and, similarly to Belk’s perspective, security of past self.
Rooted in the perspectives suggested by Belk and Fournier, we see that coming out of the
‘dark age’ is about much more than simply getting access to information and certain resources
of relevance to the LEGO hobby. It is also about creating symbolic links between childhood and
adulthood, about transferring, or ‘rubbing off’ meaning’ (Belk, 1988) ‘between the kid I was and
the adult I have become’, as one AFOL put it. Coming out of the ‘dark age’ is about finding
comfort in the experience that there are indeed like-minded others ‘out there’, whether or not
one chooses to socially connect with the community, or maintain a more distant and ‘lurking’
stance. I further suggest that re-entering the LEGO hobby also contributes to the resolution of
the kind of life theme related tensions (Fournier, 1998) that exist in the gap between AFOLs’
unfulfilled desire for ultimate freedom in life (which is strongly associated with AFOLs’
childhood), and the limitations and the constraints that are linked with AFOLs often stressful
and demanding everyday grown-up life. Thus, re-entering the LEGO hobby supports AFOLs in
their attempt to construct and maintain key roles and identities relevant to their contemporary
life (Fournier, 1998; Arnould et al., 2004). From this perspective, I further suggest that the
LEGO brand’s capacity to ‘store’ the kind of associations that AFOLs perceive to be desirable
plays a central role in bestowing current consumption experiences with unique and meaningful
dimensions which, as we have seen examples of in Chapters 5 and 6, offer what can be
described as episodic moments of happiness (Maslow, 1970), self-discovery (Fournier, 1998)
and flow73 experiences (Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Clearly, the deep and meaningful experiences
and recollections that AFOLs hold of the LEGO brand, and the way these experiences tie into
their existing world views demonstrate the central and important role that brands, and in
particular the stories consumers tell about these brands, can have in people’s lives.

The ‘Dark Age’ as a Reference Point in AFOLs’ Transformation Process
Besides conceptualizing the ‘dark age’ as the period in time where AFOLs are out of the LEGO
hobby, we may also conceptualize the point in time just before AFOLs leave their ‘dark age’ to
re-enter the LEGO hobby as the beginning of a ritualistic transformation process. In their study
of Harley-Davidson bikers, among other things Schouten & McAlexander (1995) focus on the

73

Flow describes the experience of: ‘being completely involved in an activity for its own sake. The ego falls away.
Time flies. Every action, movement, and thought follows inevitably from the previous one, like playing jazz. Your
whole being is involved, and you’re using your skills to the utmost’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).
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bikers’ identity construction. Schouten & McAlexander show how ‘aspirants’ (people who do
not yet own a Harley-Davidson motorcycle but who are nevertheless attracted to the biker
lifestyle) experiment with the concept of the biker as a possible self. Once the ‘aspirant’ decides
to embark on the adaptation of the biker identity by becoming an owner of a Harley-Davidson
motorcycle, a process of transformation begins. The ‘aspirant’ becomes more involved in the
culture of the Harley-Davidson community and gradually begins to identify with, conform to,
and internalize the values and ‘the look’ of a biker.
Coming out of the ‘dark age’ and re-entering the LEGO hobby, AFOLs can be said to
undergo a similar process of transformation by which they are transformed from being ‘regular’
consumers to becoming AFOLs: Someone who is ‘into’ LEGO, someone who knows the LEGO
System by heart, someone who considers himself or herself to be a LEGO purist, someone
who perceives the process of playing with LEGO to be a creative outlet etc. Also, part of the
transformation process is the process of ‘learning to speak the language’, and part of that
‘language’ is the notion of the ‘dark age’.
I suggest that experiences that are associated with the transformation process contribute to
elevating the LEGO consumption experience into: ‘a sacred domain within the everyday life’
(Schouten & McAlexander, 1995:50). The symbolic sacrifice one has ‘paid’ by being out of the
LEGO hobby and the fact that one is saying ‘no’ to ‘clone’ brands, but ‘yes’ to what is perceived
to be a state-of-the-art brand represent rituals which underscore the experience of partaking in
an activity which is sacred and out of the ordinary (Belk et al., 1989; O’Guinn, 1991; Kozinets,
1997, 2001; Muniz & Schau Jensen, 2005). Thus, sharing these rituals and traditions through their
membership, AFOLs come to experience a different kind of belonging where they are
recognized more for the things they know and can do with LEGO than for how they ‘score’ on
traditional status markers like education, social class etc. (Jenkins, 1992a,b; Tulloch & Jenkins,
1995).
The notion of brand community as providing a sacred domain is further reinforced by
AFOLs’ experiences of not being understood by the official culture. As O’Guinn (1991) has
shown in the case of Barry Manilow fans, Tulloch & Jenkins (1995) and Kozinets (2001) in the
case of Star Trek fans, and Muniz & Schau Jensen (2005) in the case of the Apple Newton
community, members of brand communities may experience feelings of being persecuted and
stigmatized by the official culture. Seen from this perspective, the AFOL community becomes a
refuge too (Kozinets, 2001), in the sense that it provides protection from ‘regular’ consumers’
misunderstandings.
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Another perspective which I consider central to the understanding of AFOLs’ rituals and
traditions concerns the meaning associated with how to ‘properly’ interact with, in this case,
LEGO products. Similar to the ritualistic brand tales of the ‘dark age’, purity represents an
important ritual which enables AFOLs to ‘operate in a manner acceptable to other members of
the culture’ (Arnould et al., 2004:74). Like the ‘dark age’, purity offers insight into how AFOLs
construct meaning from being an AFOL. Moreover, the investigation of purity can help
illuminate the way rituals and traditions are linked with actions, i.e. how they guide and align
members’ behavior.

Purity: A Ritual Which Guides and Aligns Members’ Understandings and Behavior
To understand how AFOLs define and make sense of purity, I will begin by asking: What is
considered unpure? As described in Chapter 6, ‘clone’ bricks and touching other AFOLs’ MOCs
clearly represent the unpure and are surrounded by social prohibition (Belk, 1988). Unpurity is,
as we have seen, also associated with some LEGO branded products. Modifying LEGO
elements exemplifies another act that has previously been considered absolutely unpure.
However, the survey (2005) reveals that AFOLs have in fact modified LEGO elements and also
that they have produced accessories that would have been banned in the past for not living up
to the standards of purity. Thus, whereas AFOLs’ evaluations of purity/unpurity are in some
cases absolute, in other cases purity seems to be more a matter of degree.
With the aim of further investigating the dimensions of purity, and how purity varies
according to situation and context, in the following I will first discuss the process whereby an
object (in this case a LEGO branded product) is devaluated as unpure. I then turn to the
discussion of how outside influences cause perceptions of purity to change. These discussions
have relevance not only for the isolated understanding of purity as ritual, but also, as said, for
the understanding of how key concepts are used by the AFOL community, how they influence
AFOLs' actions, and how the AFOL community adapts to changes in its surroundings.

The Process by which LEGO Products are Devaluated as Unpure, and the Excluding Effect of
Purity
Whereas most LEGO products are ‘canonized’ as pure, some LEGO products serve the
opposite function of providing examples of, in AFOLs’ words, ‘blasphemy’ and contradiction. As
shown in Chapter 5, in the past, AFOLs have devaluated LEGO products such as LEGO
Galidor, LEGO ZNAP, LEGO Bionicle, LEGO Time Cruisers, and the LEGO product line which
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featured the Jack Stone figure and which promoted ‘easy building’ concepts74. Also, AFOLs have
rejected and devaluated LEGO Studios75. Hence, the fact that a product is branded LEGO does
not protect it from being devaluated as unpure.
Based on the different cases of the unpure, I find that AFOLs essentially associate purity with
characteristics that support and strengthen ‘love of the brick’, i.e. the LEGO System, its
interconnectedness and its unique tolerance. The unpure, on the other hand, represents
characteristics which are considered disloyal to, and therefore as weakening the LEGO System’s
interconnectedness and unique tolerance. In the case of LEGO Galidor, the product line was,
however, not simply devaluated because of its lack of interconnectedness with the LEGO
System. AFOLs’ critique of LEGO Galidor was also a reaction to the LEGO Group’s attempt to
expand its business beyond the construction toy market. As AFOLs argued, what good is LEGO
Galidor to the LEGO Group's business with its non-compatibility and its non-construction
appeal? Purity, consequently, is closely linked with the process of oppositional brand loyalty
insofar as oppositional brand loyalty serves the function of comparing and differentiating the
community from competing brands which represent the undesirable (Tajfel, 1982). In this
connection, the social process of laughing together and openly ridiculing a devaluated product
line, for example by uploading pictures which show LEGO Galidor figures being smashed by
LEGO minifigures and being run over by LEGO Trains, exemplify a ritual which serves to
remind AFOLs of the ‘official’ interpretation of what LEGO play is about (‘love of the brick’).
Consequently, I link AFOLs' devaluation of the unpure with their goal of preserving and
protecting their ‘love of the brick’, i.e. the LEGO System, which is, as we have seen, core to
AFOLs’ perceptions of the LEGO hobby and what makes them AFOLs. In this connection,
deeming some objects and acts pure and others unpure excludes viewpoints and individuals
whose ideas conflict with, or question the basic assumptions and values of the AFOL
community. Thus, besides protecting 'love of the brick', devaluation prevents new
interpretations and expressions of the LEGO brand from emerging, and as the examples of the
74

Easy building: instead of having to use twenty LEGO elements to build a wall, the wall was produced as one
element. The idea of replacing traditional LEGO building processes with whole elements was introduced in the
mid-90s as a response to the fact that more children were leaving LEGO play. ‘Easy building’ concepts thus aimed
at making it easier for children to get a fast result by producing these larger elements.
75
When the LEGO Group launched the LEGO Studios sets, BrickFilmers found that the sets were of lower quality
and did not offer the sophisticated technology they were used to. When new BrickFilmers asked older BrickFilmers
for advice as to what brand and type of moviemaking set they should buy, older BrickFilmers recommended
avoiding the LEGO Studios sets and instead investing in competing brands that they had long used and found to be
much better.
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unpure LEGO products and the AFOL who felt ‘personally shot down’ because of his boxy
spaceship design illustrate, devaluation on the basis of pure/unpure does indeed happen.
Although purity obviously plays a key role in AFOLs’ approach to the LEGO hobby, lately, and
under the influence of changes in the external environment, AFOLs’ otherwise rather stringent
understandings and approaches to purity have begun to unfreeze.

The Dynamics of Rituals: How Changing Firm Standards Influence AFOLs’ Perceptions of Purity
A decade ago, the LEGO System consisted of relatively fewer elements, which were all
interconnected and worked seamlessly together. Any new element the LEGO Group
introduced into the LEGO System had to meet the criteria of interconnectedness and
tolerance. If the element failed to live up to these criteria, it was not included in the LEGO
System. In addition, any new element had to justify its right to exist. If an already existing LEGO
element was able to do the job equally well, the new element was not produced.
Consequently, the LEGO System was characterized by what can be termed organic growth.
Over the past decade, the number of LEGO elements has grown tremendously. LEGO
elements used in, for example, LEGO Galidor and LEGO ZNAP, but also elements that allow
for ‘easy building’, have introduced completely new and not always compatible elements to the
LEGO System. The number of traditional LEGO elements has also increased. Hence, whereas
the LEGO System used to be tightly managed and expanded only via organic growth, lately it
has to a larger degree been set free.
These changes in the LEGO Group’s composition of LEGO elements has begun to influence
some AFOLs’ perceptions of purity: ‘If the LEGO Group can modify elements and be relaxed
about it, so can we’, seems to be the chain of reasoning, which is also expressed in this quote:
‘Just cut up a 48x48 baseplate and bingo, you have enough for NINE mini-moonbases! As has
been pointed out before, TLC [The LEGO Group] makes smaller baseplates by cutting larger
ones, so there’s no reason why we shouldn’t.’ (Lugnet/Space/#30393, January 2004).
How can we explain the seemingly changing perceptions of purity? In regard to the
devaluation of some LEGO products as being unpure, it can be argued that the LEGO products
that have been devaluated have had little interest to AFOLs anyway. In other words, there was
no ‘cost’ associated with devaluating these LEGO products, as AFOLs were not going to buy
them anyway. However, in regard to the modification of LEGO elements, it can be argued that
the benefits of being able to modify LEGO elements are higher than the benefits of maintaining

240

DISCUSSION: PERSPECTIVES ON BRAND COMMUNITY MEMBERSHIP AND INNOVATION

purity for the sake of purity. Put differently, the benefits of modifying LEGO elements
‘outweighs’ the benefits of being pure. Thus, as the LEGO Group loosened up on purity, some
AFOLs followed, as there are many substantial benefits to be derived from being able to e.g.
modify LEGO elements and to do things that have previously been considered unpure.
Seemingly, thus, the way AFOLs construe purity is influenced by the LEGO Group’s changing
standards. In other words, the tighter the LEGO Group manages the LEGO System, the more
pure AFOLs appear to be, and visa versa. This observation supports Muniz & O’Guinn’s (2001)
characteristic of brand community as inherently commercial, i.e. that the brand community is
aligned with what the firm does. However, it should be noted that AFOLs stood to gain
substantial benefits by following the firm’s more relaxed approach to pureness of the LEGO
System. Moreover, as the case of the devaluated LEGO products illustrates, and for reasons
discussed previously, the AFOL community also displays autonomous ideas and viewpoints that
are not necessarily in sync with the interests of the firm.
In sum, rituals and traditions such as the ‘dark age’ and purity elevate the LEGO consumption
experience and classify the LEGO hobby as ‘out of the ordinary’. From a meaning-based
perspective, the ‘dark age’ and purity both give meaning and also prevent the drift of meaning
by maintaining ideas of ‘where we come from’, ‘what we believe in’, and ‘how things are done
around here’ (Douglas & Isherwood, 1996 [1979]). Moreover, the ‘dark age’ and purity organize
AFOLs’ social interactions insofar as they accentuate what one ‘should’ do, being an AFOL.
AFOLs’ rituals and traditions introduce regularity to their interactions and reinforce the social
fabric between ‘senior’ members and newcomers, the knowledgeable and the novices etc.
(Arnould et al., 2004). From this perspective, rituals and traditions are part of the ‘consensus
creating ‘glue’’ (Schultz, 1994:22) which contributes to holding the community together in time
and space. In this connection, it remains yet to be seen whether and how changes in, for
example, perceptions of purity will potentially affect the AFOL community in the time to come.
In other words, what are the consequences when one of the community’s fundamental
assumptions unfreezes and becomes open for negotiation (Schein, 1992)? Will AFOLs form
new rituals that can replace purity’s key function of including and excluding ‘right’ and ‘wrong’
ideas about the pure versus the unpure? Or will AFOLs embrace a broader and wider
understanding of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ ways of approaching the LEGO hobby? Future investigations
are needed to answer these questions.
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The chapter now turns to discussing AFOL morals. Whereas rituals and traditions exemplified
the blueprints via which AFOLs interact, convey, and reproduce meaning of their community
membership and the LEGO brand, moral responsibility characterizes the sense of duty AFOLs
feel towards the community as a whole and to the individual members of the community
(Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001:424).
Moral Responsibility
Representing an inherently commercial, mass-mediated, and voluntary phenomenon, the kind of
moral responsibility brand community members’ exhibit should be understood in regard to
these particularities (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). Thus, the moral responsibility we find in brand
communities has to do with the social commitments members typically make to one another in
their day-to-day interactions. Also, compared to the traditional communities, brand
communities are characterized by having a hedonistic and libratory ethos (Muniz & O’Guinn,
2001:427). Hence, the brand community literature emphasizes that we should not think of
moral responsibility within the context of brand community as the kind of responsibility
otherwise associated with life and death matters (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001:424). The kind of
moral responsibility members feel to the community and one another can be observed in the
different ways members are integrated, and also in the ways members assist one another in the
use of the brand. Based on this study, I furthermore suggest that the AFOL community’s moral
responsibility can be traced back to ideas that were founded in the early days of the community.
First, however, I discuss the way new members are being integrated into the AFOL community.

Fresh Eyes and New Ideas
Although only few AFOLs are engaged in the actual recruitment of new members, similar to
what is shown in other studies of brand communities (cf. Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; McAlexander
et al., 2002; Broderick et al., 2003), AFOLs welcome new members. New members are
perceived to ’bring a fresh eye and new ideas’, and new members are therefore seen as playing
a vital role in the further development and revitalization of the AFOL community. In the
‘Welcome to LUGNET(tm)!!! We’re glad you’re her’ post, newcomers are greeted in this way:
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Box 8.1
Welcome to LUGNET ™!!! We’re glad you’re here

Subject: Welcome to LUGNET(tm)!!! We're glad you're here
Author: Larry Pieniazek
Newsgroups: lugnet.people.newbie
Date: Sun, 22 Oct 2000 14:39:51 GMT
Hello to all newcomers who may be reading this post at this or some future point.
This newsgroup is a great place to ask questions, but there are other resources available to you as well. You should try to use them if you can, and
try to learn which sorts of things answer which sorts of questions.
The front page is a good place to start:
http://www.lugnet.com/
LUGNET is a big site, it's easy to get lost or not be sure where things belong. But there is logic in most of the organization.
The site map is a useful place to get your bearings. Depending on the level of detail you can see more or less of the structure:
http://www.lugnet.com/sitemap.cgi
You're going to want to learn to use the guide. This is the distilled wisdom of many collectors about what things LEGO has made so far: when,
where, how many pieces, how many figs, how much, and how they are organized into systems and themes (the terminology is more exact and you
should try to be precise if you can)
http://guide.lugnet.com/
and the partsref, which is invaluable for the sort of "what is this part" questions, as well as which sets a part came in (in future, it's not complete yet):
http://guide.lugnet.com/partsref/
Finally, the FAQ, although incomplete, is a good resource. It's organized as a newsgroup, but the front page has links to other resources that answer
common questions.
http://www.lugnet.com/faq/
If you have a question that you can't find the answer to, ask it here, or in the FAQ group. Many questions are no doubt candidates for the faq.
A note, some of us have known each other for a long time and we tend to tease each other a lot. Don't let that put you off... we're a fun loving
group (or groups, really, there are a lot of different areas of interest and a lot of geographies). But we always welcome newcomers, the world of
LEGO is a growing place, we always relish new ideas and new contributions if made positively and constructively.
Hope that helps you get your bearings and have fun. Welcome!
Larry Pieniazek
Lugnet Member #5, here since before the beginning, but just another member. (although normally we don't make a big deal of our member
numbers, I thought I'd mention it this time so you knew that I've "been around"... and in fact I have met many many many adult fans of LEGO since I
travel a lot in my work)

When entering the AFOL community via Lugnet, just like being shown around a house they
have never been at before, new AFOLs are introduced to the different resources and ‘corners’
of the house, and they are encouraged to get to know things before they ‘move in’, such as the
‘distilled wisdom’ and the terminology created by those who came before them. Also, as AFOL
Larry Pieniazek warns in a friendly way, newcomers should not be scared of ‘some of us [who
have] known each other for a long time’. The post furthermore states that new ideas and
contributions should be made in what is described as a ‘positive and constructive’ manner.
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Altogether, the emphasis on the ‘we’ who were there before the newcomer, the
encouragement to get acquainted with the resources and the ‘distilled wisdom’ of the AFOL
community, and the expectation that the new AFOL will communicate in a positive and
constructive ‘tone’, can be seen as cues that tell the newcomer how he or she ‘ought to’
approach the AFOL community (Arnould et al., 2004:320). Also, the messages conveyed in the
welcoming post suggest to the newcomer that the AFOL community is an established
community (‘here since before the beginning’), and that there are certain ways of doing things
which the newcomer is implicitly expected to learn.
From a moral point of view, AFOLs’ engagement in welcoming new AFOLs can be seen as
an act of responsibility, i.e. that ‘senior’ AFOLs feel obliged to help newcomers become
successfully socialized and integrated into the community. However, taking AFOLs’ strong focus
and loyalty towards ‘love of the brick’ into account, the encouragement to learn, for example,
the guide on Lugnet can also be seen as a moral responsibility to preserve and protect the
community against the ‘fresh eye and new ideas’ becoming too fresh and too new! Thus, the
encouragement to learn 'how things are done around here' can be seen as an attempt to
ensure that the existing basic assumptions and values are reproduced and continued in some
form.
In the study of the AFOL community since its beginning, another aspect of moral responsibility
which has not been addressed in the brand community literature emerges. It appears that on
several occasions AFOLs have felt morally responsible for protecting the community and its
members against processes which were considered undemocratic and authoritarian (as was
seen, for example, during the process of revising Lugnet’s policy and procedures document, see
Chapter 5). I suggest that this sense of duty to the community has its roots in the founding days
of the AFOL community.

The Hacker Heritage
In the founding days of the AFOL community, only people with expert computer and
programming skills were able to use the Internet. Therefore, I propose that the founding days of
the AFOL community (and in principle any other community formed online during this period
of time) cannot be understood outside of what Raymond (1999:231-232) has labeled the

hacker community of networking wizards, i.e. the pioneers of the Internet, who were busy
making the World Wide Web work, building the Internet, and writing code for open software
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(Raymond, 1999:231-232). The link between hacker culture and the AFOL community was also
acknowledged by AFOLs who were active on ALT and RTL: ‘The people [AFOLs] in there [in
the founding and early growth stage were], mostly intellectuals, often quite nerdy’ (Informant 15,
2005).
In general, the Internet pioneers (who became AFOLs) were known as hackers76, not ’as the
term is now abused by journalists to mean a ‘computer criminal’, but in its true and original
sense of ‘an enthusiast, an artist, a tinkerer, a problem solver, an expert’ (Raymond, 1999:2). The
consciousness of kind hackers shared was centered on a shared ’thrill from solving problems,
sharpening your skills, and exercising your intelligence’ (Raymond, 1999:234), which had been
cultivated through the ’long hours of effort to produce high-quality open-source code’
(Raymond, 1999:99). In many cases, writing open-source code required both individual and
collaborative effort. Therefore, the individual hacker had to both optimize his individual work
and make sure that it fitted into the overall code. Open-source development projects typically
took place as voluntary and non-profit activities. Consequently, above all, participation in such
projects required that people were open to share, willing to give, and also to learn from others’
mistakes and successes. hacker culture, therefore, came to be founded on strong antiauthoritarian beliefs (Raymond, 1999), which I suggest can also be described as a fundamental
unwillingness to be ‘bossed around’.
Similar to the hacker culture, AFOLs tend to think of themselves as being engaged in a
creative activity that can be described as complex and deep, and which is based on the joy of
exercising the mind, as one AFOL called it. Moreover, and similar to working with binary code,
AFOLs are challenged by the ‘constrained’ system of LEGO elements. The tension which arises
as the result of being ‘constrained’ and thinking creatively greatly inspires and motivates AFOLs:
‘…there is a general curiosity about things…how are things made...how
did so-and-so build that. There is an explorer mentality common to all
of us’ (Lugnet/General/# 41743(6)/April, 2003).

Thus I find that AFOL morals are fundamentally based on the assumption that AFOLs should
not be ‘bossed around’. I furthermore find that it characterizes AFOLs that they generally
believe they have to keep the community free of processes and influences that hinder and limit
their ‘explorer mentality’ and ‘general curiosity’. Consequently, as Chapter 5 showed, AFOLs
Hackers have mistakenly been confused with what ‘real’ Hackers label the cracker, i.e. the ’computer criminal’.
Nevertheless, there are fundamental differences between Hackers and crackers insofar that ‘hackers build things,
crackers break them’ (Raymond, 1999:232).
76
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morally object to the ‘one man, one vote’ principle being violated, and they object to the idea
that 'outsiders' and peers should be given the right to make decisions on behalf of AFOLs.
Consequently, I find that AFOLs' dislike of authorities fundamentally characterizes AFOL morals
and the kind of commitment AFOLs feel to the community and other members as well. In the
following I use the LEGO Ambassador Program, which was originally suggested to the LEGO
Group by an AFOL, to further illustrate these points.

The LEGO Ambassador Program
In general, AFOLs cheer the AFOLs who have been selected as LEGO Ambassadors by the
LEGO Group (20-25 new LEGO Ambassadors are announced each year): ‘Congratulations to
all of you. I wish you all to have a great fun time!’, ‘Good luck everyone! What a great group of
people. Bravo!’, and ‘Big congratulations to all of you guys. It’s a list of excellent people, all
worthy of the ‘Ambassador’ title.
Becoming a LEGO Ambassador involves closer contacts with the LEGO Group. For
example, LEGO Ambassadors evaluate and give input on product development and other
topics regarding the future LEGO product assortment. Turning to the moral perspective of the
LEGO Ambassador Program, the program has raised two types of viewpoints among AFOLs: Is
it fair that some AFOLs can influence the LEGO Group relatively more than other AFOLs who
are not part of the program? And how should AFOLs as a community deal with the fact that
LEGO Ambassadors have signed NDAs77 that restrict them from sharing content with third
parties (for example other AFOLs)? These moral issues have motivated some AFOLs to
question how programs such as the LEGO Ambassador Program influence and benefit the
AFOL community:
‘And why is the closer integration with a TLG [the LEGO Group] a
good idea? I mean, really...wasn’t there something kinda cool about
FANS building with Lego without any involvement from the company?
What’s the benefit? Lego Ambassadors? Certified Builders? Have any
of these developments actually increased anyone’s enjoyment of just
clicking together bricks? Is having a handful of regular people ‘in-theknow’ a benefit to you personally or to a sense of community?’
(Lugnet/News/General/#52117, 2005).

77

A non-disclosure agreement document is a legally binding document entailing that the parties signing the
document agree not to disclose information covered by the agreement.
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One AFOL suggested that at least 130 ‘high profile’ (i.e. experienced and active) AFOLs are
currently under NDAs (Lugnet/General/#52436, 2006). During interviews focusing on AFOL
innovations, some innovators who were also LEGO Ambassadors mentioned to me that there
were certain aspects of the innovations they could not discuss with me as they had signed
NDAs with the LEGO Group. Thus, AFOLs take NDAs seriously, and they remain loyal to the
agreements they have made with the LEGO Group, which means that they do not discuss
topics addressed in the LEGO Ambassador program with ‘outsiders’ who are not under NDAs.
Besides restricting AFOLs from sharing information, the signing of NDAs also imposes what I
will call a moral dilemma on AFOLs.

AFOLs’ Moral Dilemma
Based on the observation that AFOLs who have signed NDAs refrain from discussing matters
which I anticipate could be of broader interest to the AFOL community and with reference to
the illustration shown in Figure 8.1, I suggest that besides limiting free sharing of knowledge and
ideas, NDAs also promote a form of ‘social competition’ among AFOLs (Turner, 1975 in Tajfel,
1982:12) that separates AFOLs into 'those who are in the know' and 'those who are not'.
Using the official LEGO Ambassador logo (shown in Figure 8.1, left side), in 2005, an AFOL
modified the official logo (shown below) to illustrate the way he thinks NDAs are influencing
the AFOL community. Although the long-term effects of introducing NDAs are not known,
restricting AFOLs from sharing and exchanging information could, as indicated by the spoof
logo, potentially violate the openness and also the anti-authoritarian and democratic beliefs
which have otherwise characterized the AFOL community in the past.
Figure 8.1
Original LEGO Ambassador logo versus spoof logo

Consider also the following exchange of comments that took place on Lugnet (2006) during the
third round of announcements of the new LEGO Ambassadors:
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‘I see our very own Richie [surname has been removed] is a 3rd round
Lego Ambassador. What does it all mean, Richie ...Kerry’

Another AFOL, not Richie, responds:
‘It means that, being under an NDA, we'll be hearing even less from
him. a’

The exchange of comments was made in a half-serious tone. This was also the case in earlier
posts where AFOLs compared the secretive behavior of the LEGO Group with the NSA
(National Security Agency), mafia-like business, and ‘fan management’: ‘A common practice in
other enthusiast/collector communities. Part of LEGO Direct’s job.’ Despite the half-serious
tone, NDAs clearly exemplify a moral dilemma, which AFOLs are still not sure what to think of
or how to deal with. Although LEGO Ambassadors generally argue that the closer relationships
between the LEGO Group and LEGO Ambassadors are to AFOLs’ benefits (for example, one
LEGO Ambassador argued that had ‘the ambassadors been around 5-6 years ago, I am sure
we’d not have seen the color change’), other AFOLs question the effects NDAs will have on
the AFOL community in future.
In sum, the AFOL sense of moral responsibility has its roots in the founding and early days of
the community where AFOLs embedded in the culture what they had learned from their
hacker activities, namely, that through openness and willingness to share, AFOLs can achieve
things which had not been possible in the past. With its emphasis on openness and willingness
to share, it fundamentally characterizes the AFOL sense of moral responsibility is that it opposes
self-appointed authorities and undemocratic ways of doing things. What has instead worked
well for AFOLs over time is to discuss things in the open, including the things that can be
characterized as sensitive and difficult to deal with because of different and conflicting
viewpoints. Lately, however, as the case of the color change, the transition of Lugnet, and the
LEGO Ambassador Program have shown, the AFOL community is increasingly finding different
viewpoints on what characterizes AFOL morals. There are several possibilities as to why this is.
First of all, as also indicated in Chapter 5, it can be suggested that the AFOLs who have in
the past been extremely entrepreneurial and actively involved in creating the different
‘components’ of the community (such as the online forums, the different types of resources,
the LUGs, the LTCs, the MUGs, and the community events) have simply run out of ‘things to
do’ and ‘places to go’, and have not found new ways to constructively make use of the positive
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dynamics and entrepreneurial spirit that used to get things going. Thus, I suggest that it was in
the making of the different organizations and ressources that the AFOL moral responsibility
emerged, and now that there are no longer the same number of things to do, the morals
which used to ‘work well’ represent to a lesser degree the taken-for-granted assumptions of
‘how we do things around here’. Instead, as the external environment has changed, the AFOL
community is facing new challenges of how to deal with, for example, NDAs and how to
secure internal integration should AFOLs be prevented from being open and sharing
knowledge with one another.
Second, as the recent crises among AFOLs have shown, moral conflicts also arise because
the community has grown to a size which prevents conflicts from being handled as they were
in ‘the old days’, when AFOLs knew the names and faces of one another and AFOLs would sit
around a big pile of LEGO elements and sort things out. Attempts to consolidate AFOL
organizations, which would further strengthen internal integration, have not been successful.
Instead, size has proven to be a real challenge in terms of how to secure openness and how
to morally handle conflicts. Finally, it can be suggested that with LEGO Shop@Home and the
many organizations and resources now available to AFOLs, AFOLs no longer depend on one
another to provide, for example, hard-to-get LEGO products and other basic things. The fact
that AFOLs do not need one another in the same way they used to puts further pressure on
the sense of moral responsibility emphasizing openness and willingness to share, insofar as the
incentive to be open and sharing is no longer as strongly felt as it used to be. Thus, what this
study has shown is that at different stages of the community’s life, because of changing
conditions and experiences of what it means to be an AFOL in combination with the different
kinds of challenges the community has faced, AFOL morals have meant different things to
different members.
The chapter now turns to discussing the empirical findings from the second perspective outlined
in the conceptual framework: the brand meaning perspective.
Brand Meaning Perspective
Similar to the brand community perspective, the brand meaning perspective yields important
information on how AFOLs make sense of the LEGO brand and the hobby, and how these
ideas influence and guide AFOLs’ innovation processes. As shown in Chapter 3, brand
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community members make use of different interpretation strategies to give meaning to the
brand related activities they engage in (cf. Kozinets, 1997; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; Broderick
et al., 2003). Whereas the individual-centered perspective (cf. Schouten & McAlexander, 1995;
Kozinets, 1997, 1999, 2001) is mainly based on the understanding that brand meaning is
socially fixed and that members more or less adopt the brand meanings conceived by the firm
that owns the brand, the social constructionist and micro-group perspective sees brand
meaning as being given by the brand but equally as being negotiated among members. Rooted
in the latter perspective, this section will first discuss the interpretation strategies used by
AFOLs and second, the LEGO brand’s role in maintaining a recognizable and identifiable ‘we’.
Similar to the previous discussions, elaborating on the brand meanings AFOLs associate with
the LEGO brand, the section provides a foundation for the later discussions of AFOLs as
innovators.
Interpretive Community
As shown in Chapter 5, and also addressed in the discussions of the ‘dark age’ and purity,
compared to ‘regular’ consumers AFOLs are characterized by the fact that their understandings
of the LEGO brand are more nuanced and elaborate. Thus, whereas ‘regular’ consumers see a
child’s toy, because of their extensive experiences with the brand and their profound
engagement and knowledge of the LEGO hobby, AFOLs see a multi-faceted, complex, and
deep hobby that allows for unlimited creative self-expression. These ideas are widely shared
among AFOLs, and similar to the notion of an intersubjectively shared lens (Holt, 1995), rooted
in 'love of the brick', the shared interpretations organize, as we have seen, AFOLs around an
official and ‘right’ understanding of the LEGO brand and hobby.
As we have seen, the sharing of interpretation strategies allows AFOLs to distinguish
between, for example, ‘great creations’ and ‘old trash’, between the pure and the unpure. In
this connection, the case of the ‘square’ and ‘boxed’ spaceship can be seen as representing an
example of ‘senior’ AFOLs teaching a younger AFOL how to create a spaceship better aligned
with the AFOL community’s interpretations of a ‘great creation’. The sharing of interpretation
strategies also helps, as we have seen, AFOLs make decisions about when and where to evolve
the community, but also the opposite, i.e. where not to expand, for example, via what is
perceived to be an organization which prioritizes personal and lifestyle related interests over
‘love of the brick’. As the examples show, sharing interpretation strategies simplifies AFOLs’
lives and supports the community’s internal integration. Also, AFOLs' shared interpretation
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strategies have consequences for their externally oriented activities. This perspective is
discussed in the following.

How Interpretations of the LEGO Hobby as Complex and Deep are Linked with AFOL’
Activities
As we have seen, AFOLs (in particular the ones who have strong ties to the community and
who think that being an AFOL is important) invest considerable time and resources in
cultivating and practicing the LEGO hobby. Besides being engaged in individual and socially
oriented LEGO activities, since the late 90s, AFOLs have also engaged in a number of activities
aimed more specifically at exhibiting and showing the LEGO hobby to people outside the
AFOL community. For example, AFOLs have organized several community events, road shows,
and building competitions. They have appeared in TV programs, newspaper and magazine
articles, podcasts, journals, and exhibitions. Lately, AFOLs have also uploaded online video
material on sites such as youtube and Yahoo!Video for free sharing. Similar to the individual and
socially oriented LEGO activities, the externally oriented activities can be described as ‘things
you do when you are an AFOL’. However, as some AFOLs characterize the activities as
‘evangelizing for the LEGO hobby’, the activities can also be seen as attempts to influence the
image ‘regular’ consumers have of AFOLs and of LEGO products as being a child’s toy. Based
on earlier discussions, this can also be described as an attempt to resolve the image/identity gap.
Fiske’s (1992) descriptions of how fans derive self-esteem from the artists they admire
provide more perspectives to this topic. Fiske describes how teenage fans of Madonna use
Madonna’s image of a self-empowered woman to take control of the meanings related to their
own sexuality and social identities. By doing so, they are able to perform more powerfully in
their social world. Much in the same way, Broderick et al. (2003) show how the image of the
Mini as fun loving, easy going, and happy is conferred on the Mini owner, and how ’it enables
me [the Mini owner] to be all pious about being British’ (Broderick et al., 2003:87). Whereas
both Madonna and the Mini are recognized as popular and widely accepted icons, the image of
the LEGO brand is narrower. Thus, while, for example, Madonna’s fans could easily adopt
Madonna’s distinctive late 80s style via their choice of hairstyle, make-up, and clothing, because
of the LEGO brand’s image of being a child’s toy, AFOLs cannot in the same manner ‘step into’
a ready made image. Instead, AFOLs have to do the identity work themselves. From the
perspective of self-empowerment (Fiske, 1992), I suggest that the externally oriented activities
AFOLs engage in (the community events, road shows, building competitions etc.) exemplify

251

DISCUSSION: PERSPECTIVES ON BRAND COMMUNITY MEMBERSHIP AND INNOVATION

how AFOLs actively seek influence over the associations which are held by the ‘regular’
consumers (LEGO is a child’s toy). As AFOLs think of their identity as being linked to how
others perceive them (as also suggested by the looking glass theory of self-identity, Cooley in
Whetten & Godfrey, 1998), AFOLs’ engagement in externally oriented activities that
demonstrate the complexity and depth of the LEGO hobby represent a tremendous
motivational power insofar as the more AFOLs succeed in positioning the LEGO hobby as
complex and deep, the more AFOLs contribute to closing the image/identity gap. In this
connection, Dweck’s (1999) studies of the way self-concepts are formed further indicate that
AFOLs’ wish to be recognized as people who are engaged in a legitimate hobby is by no means
trivial and mundane. Rather, it can be seen as closely coupled with feelings of self-esteem and
self-worth78 (Maslow, 1970; Tajfel, 1982; Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Consequently, when some
AFOLs characterize their participation in various externally oriented activities as ‘evangelizing for
the LEGO hobby’, I suggest that they are in fact also evangelizing for the broader acceptance of
who they are as people. As shown in Chapters 5 and 6, lately AFOLs have begun to pose
identity related questions, such as: ‘are we AFOLs, ALEs, or AFOLBs? These questions indicate a
shift in AFOLs interpretations of ‘who we are’. The following section will further discuss what
motivates AFOLs to take up these discussions and how they are using the LEGO brand in these
discussions.
Shifting Interpretations of 'who we are'
Regarding the ALE (Adult Lego Enthusiast) term’s de-emphasis of the fan aspect, studies have
shown that in general, the wider public links the concept of a fan with a number of negative
associations. For example, fans are typically thought of as obsessed, deviant individuals who
gather in hysterical and uncontrollable crowds, exemplified by the 60’s Beatlemania (Jenson,
1992; Jenkins, 1995). Sharing a similar understanding of the notion of a fan: ’I don’t use AFOL in
ref to myself because I don’t like it either. Not that it’s -horrible-, but I don’t feel as though it
covers me. ‘Fan’ implies ‘fanatic’, which I’m not. (Though I certainly was ten years ago..)’
(Lugnet/General/#50836, 2005), it is no surprise that AFOLs sometimes raise the question of
whether,

for

example,

ALE

or

AFOLB

represents

‘better’

and

less

negative

associations.Compared to the ALE term, however, the motivation behind AFOLB (Adult Fan of

78

In keeping with Dweck’s (1999) and Maslow’s (1970) approach to self-esteem, self-esteem should not be
considered something that people either have or do not have. Rather, self-esteem should be understood as
something that people desire and strive to attain.
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LEGO Bricks) is more complicated. Fundamentally, the AFOLB term emphasizes that it is LEGO
products rather than the LEGO Group that is the center of AFOLs’ affection, as one AFOL
explained: ‘I know other people have objected to the word ‘Lego’ since they don’t feel that
they’re fans of the ‘company’ per se, but feel more like fans of the bricks themselves’
(Lugnet/General/#50834, 2005). Another AFOL signed his posts: ‘Fan of LEGO System and
SYSTEM colours 1964...2003 - actually not a fan of TLC [the LEGO Group] and the company
policy’ (Lugnet/General/#52447, 2006). Based on AFOLs’ motives for suggesting the AFOLB
term and rooted in a social identity perspective, I suggest that the AFOLB term aims to

differentiate AFOLs from the brand as organization, i.e. the LEGO Group, while identifying
AFOLs with the brand as product, i.e. the LEGO products (Tajfel 1982, Kapferer, 1997 [1992];
Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000).
A number of possibilities as to why AFOLs make this distinction of the brand can be offered.
First of all, AFOLs generally engage in many discussions concerning things the LEGO Group
allegedly has said or done. For example, AFOLs have asked one another: Was it right of the
LEGO Group to restart production of the Maersk Sealine LEGO set despite the fact that the
firm had previously stated that this particular LEGO product was a limited edition, and that it
should therefore not be produced again? Was it right of the LEGO Group to outsource parts of
its production to China? Was it right of the LEGO Group to have AFOLs sign NDAs? Was it
right of the LEGO Group to consider discontinuing the electric 9 volt train line? etc. Although
the LEGO brand generally has a high standing among AFOLs, hundreds of questions like these
discussed on Lugnet and other AFOL online forums have caused some AFOLs to question
whether issues related to the LEGO Group have in fact come to dominate AFOL discussions in
a negative way, i.e. whether AFOLs have come to pay too much attention to what the LEGO
Group does and does not do. For example, the color change became a crisis because of the
effects the changes had on AFOLs’ collections of LEGO, but equally, because AFOLs got into
conflict with one another, which again gave rise to different camps: ‘those who were for’ and
‘those who were against’ the firm’s decision to change the colors.
In this light, the AFOLB term can be seen as representing an attempt to maintain a
recognizable and identifiable ‘we’ by reminding AFOLs that the LEGO hobby is first and
foremost about ‘love of the brick’, and less about the firm that stands behind these products.
The way AFOLs identify with the product dimensions and not other dimensions of the brand
demonstrate how AFOLs continuously seek to balance their meanings with their practices.
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Why do AFOLs invest energy in discussing and aligning their interpretation strategies? In
Baumeister & Leary’s (1995) extensive review of literature related to the psychological need to
belong, they describe how people generally go to great lengths to preserve rather than end
social bonds. Social bonds where people show positive concern and caring for one another,
Baumeister & Leary find, are associated with a number of positive emotional, mental, and health
related effects. Termination of social bonds, on the other hand, is associated with feelings of
being unaccepted and ignored. Also, it is correlated with anxiety, grief, loneliness, and
depression. Inspired by Baumeister & Leary’s findings, I find that AFOLs tend to symbolically
‘bracket out’ and isolate anything that is perceived to threaten the social relations AFOLs share.
Instead, whenever possible, AFOLs remind one another of their common 'love of the brick' as
the thing that unites them through time and space. Thus, 'bracketing away' the problems and
focusing on ‘love of the brick’ allows for a continuation of both the social bonds and the
resources AFOLs share. In this light, the question of whether AFOL, ALE, or AFOLB is ‘right’
represents by no means a trivial or superficial question, but has to do with AFOLs' deep-seated
wish to preserve what they have in common and base their community on.
To conclude this section, which has discussed the way AFOLs form meaning about the LEGO
brand and hobby, I find it interesting to observe how the motives for establishing Lugnet back in
1998 originated in many of the same issues that are challenging the AFOL community today. As
shown, Lugnet was founded because RTL was believed to have become: ‘too big, too hostile,
too political, too commercial, or too ethnocentric’. At that time, some AFOLs pointed to ‘good
old-fashioned LEGO building discussions’ as a way of solving the problems AFOLs faced, thus
allowing for the continuation of the social bonds AFOLs had formed on ATL and RTL. Similar
to the focus on ‘good old-fashioned LEGO building discussions’, I see the suggestion to replace
the AFOL term with either the AFOLB or ALE term as representing a similar strategy. The fact
that AFOLs suggest a similar solution to the problems they are currently facing strongly indicates
that the AFOL community goes through periodical cycles of change (also described from an
organizational perspective by e.g. Schein, 1992; Schultz, 1994; Greiner, 1998; Martin, 2002;
Schultz & Hatch, 2003; Schultz, 2005). In keeping with this viewpoint, I suggest that during the
cycles of change, ‘love of the brick’ provides the ‘consensus creating ‘glue’’ (Schultz, 1994) which,
despite disagreements and signs of increasing fragmentation, has had the capacity to unite
AFOLs. Whether the weakening sense of urgency which has begun to characterize the AFOL
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community and the recent crises which have confronted the AFOL community will begin to
take their toll on the ‘glue’, remains, however, an open question.
The chapter now turns to discussing the empirical findings from the third and last perspective,
the user innovation perspective.
User Innovation Perspective
As the review of the user innovation literature suggested, and this study has shown, the reasons
why AFOLs become innovators cannot be explained from a monetary compensation point of
view alone (cf. von Hippel, 2001; Moon & Sproull, 2001; Franke & Shah, 2003; Lüthje, 2004;
Jeppesen, 2004; ; Füller et al., 2005; Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006). In the following, I will discuss
three perspectives that the user innovation literature has identified as central to the
understanding of what motivates users to innovate. I will first discuss how AFOLs satisfy
different types of needs via their innovations. I then move on to discuss how AFOLs’ innovative
processes relate to being recognized by others. Finally, I discuss the AFOL community from the
‘research laboratory’ perspective.
Need Perspective
In the user innovation literature, need is conceptualized as a need for a product functionality or
a feature which is not found in existing products or offered by the market (cf. von Hippel, 1988,
2001; Lüthje, 2004). Although other parts of the user innovation literature focusing on, for
example, the motivational effects of being recognized by the firm and peers (cf. Jeppesen &
Frederiksen, 2006) can potentially also be seen as satisfying needs related to the innovators’
social needs (Maslow, 1970), in general, the user innovation literature conceptualizes need as
being closely associated with a need for particular product functionalities and performances.
Turning to AFOLs, the survey (2005) shows that the ‘need for a thing which could not be found
elsewhere’ best describes the main motivation of why AFOLs innovate. In this connection, I
suggest that the need to further improve and develop for example SNOT building techniques,
the need for different types of decals and clothing for LEGO minifigures, the need for new
playthemes, the need for creating more efficient online shops, allowing AFOLs to sell, buy, and
trade LEGO elements etc. all represent different types of needs that have to do with the wish
to improve product functionality and performance. Approaching AFOL innovations from a
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social constructionist perspective, I do, however, also find that whereas most AFOL innovations
can indeed be seen as responses to AFOLs’ needs for improved product functionality and
performance, some innovations emerge also because the community has what can be described
as a social need for the innovation. Based on this study’s findings, I therefore suggest widening
the understanding of members’ needs to also include needs which are collectively experienced
and relate to new ways of social interaction, behavior or function (Darsø, 2001:28). These types
of innovations are also labeled social innovations (Drucker, 1996 [1985]: 281-283). In the
following I will present and discuss this perspective.

Innovations As Responses to Members' Commonly Experienced Needs
The LEGO Digital Designer hack, briefly described in Chapter 7, represents an innovation that
responds to a commonly experienced need. Concretely, the LEGO Digital Designer hack aimed
to solve the problem of having to buy more LEGO elements than were really needed to build
the model which had been conceived using the LEGO Digital Designer software. With the aim
of optimizing and improving the inventory system (that caused the problem), a small group of
AFOLs decided to work on a solution. Quickly, and similarly to open-source development
projects, a clear division of labor based on individual competencies emerged. A few AFOLs
acted as a ‘core team’ whereas the rest of the group worked on individual tasks (e.g. software
development related tasks and tasks related to counting and registering physical LEGO
elements). Within days AFOLs had come up with a software application that lowered the
number of LEGO elements one had to buy.
The development of the software application is interesting from a social needs perspective as
it exemplifies a response to a need which was experienced by individual AFOLs but which
required a collective effort to be solved. Thus although the hack responded to a need for a
certain product functionality, it also responded to a need which could not be satisfied without
social collaboration. The following comments made on LEGOFan by two AFOLs who
participated in the hack shows how the process also yielded both emotional and social benefits
to those who participated:
‘…[participating in the hack, I] sort of feel like I felt during the early days
of Mindstorms... people are hacking away at lots of different things to
crack the format and they are reverse engineering things..., sans any
involvement from LEGO!’ (LEGOFan, May 2, 2005).
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‘There’s nothing like a bit of hacking to get the community working
together!’ (LEGOFan, May 9, 2005).

Innovations as a Response to a Need for Social Linking
The brand community literature describes how brand community members engage in different
kinds of social acts that provide them with opportunities to share and confirm their membership
of the brand community. For example, members’ shared understandings of the brand, their
brand tales, their engagement in rituals and traditions, together with the morals they share are
described as strengthening the social fabric which exists among members (Muniz & O’Guinn,
2001; McAlexander et. al. 2002; Muniz & Jensen Schau, 2005). Building on the observations
described in the previous section, and not addressed before, I suggest that AFOL innovations
satisfy a need for socially confirming their membership of the AFOL community, and that AFOL
innovations therefore create linking value among members of the community (Muniz &
O’Guinn, 2001; Cova, 1997; Cova & Cova, 2002). This new perspective thus emphasizes
thinking of innovations as things and processes that strengthen members' consciousness of kind.
To illustrate my point, I will reintroduce and discuss the Moonbase case presented in
Chapter 7. The Moonbase building standard emerged around the same time as AFOLs began
to organize community events. Faced with the new opportunities to meet in places that allowed
for the display of ‘something big’, in combination with the chance to display AFOLs’ MOCs to a
greater audience of peers and ‘regular’ consumers, some AFOLs saw a need for coming up with
'something' which allowed them on the one hand to connect their individual work, while on the
other hand, to do so in such a way that when the individual ‘pieces’ were put together, a
coherent (albeit not identical) overall impression of the work could be achieved. AFOLs were
already familiar with the idea of creating huge LEGO Train layouts, for which individual MOCs
made up coherent scenery. Although these layouts were impressive to look at, the solution to
the problem AFOLs wanted to solve was found in the Moonbase standard.
A Moonbase layout, like the LEGO Digital Designer hack, would obviously be difficult for an
individual AFOL to create on his or her own. First of all, it takes an enormous number of LEGO
elements to build a Moonbase layout. Second, creating the many modules that go into the
Moonbase layout would take thousands of hours of work. Third, what makes a Moonbase
layout interesting to look at is the diversity of ideas that have gone into creating the individual
modules, i.e. that they are created by individual AFOLs who have their own individual styles and
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ideas. Thus, the creation of a Moonbase layout fundamentally calls for both social collaboration
and individual contributions. This interdependence is illustrated in Figure 8.2:
Figure 8.2
The interrelated dynamics of the Moonbase standard

Need for collective effort

Individual
Moonbase
module

Moonbase
standard

Created by
individual
AFOLs

The
Moonbase
layout
Created by a
group of
AFOLs

Need for individual modules

Approaching the Moonbase standard from a linking value perspective, the innovation offers not
only completely new and social dimensions to LEGO play, but also concrete tasks and activities
which require social interaction, and not least commitment from individual AFOLs. For example,
setting up a Moonbase layout requires planning and organizing. Concretely, AFOLs have to
coordinate which modules go where, and also where Train tracks and other types of tracks
should be placed. Moreover, the considerations concerning long-term improvements of existing
Moonbase standards and the integration of new functions (such as exporting the standard to
Micro Scale size or to an LDraw format) foster new needs requiring new solutions, which in
turn commit AFOLs to working together.
Thus, whereas the Moonbase standard was conceived as a response to AFOLs' short-term
need of creating something together, in reality, the innovation has evolved to involve ongoing
social interaction and commitment. Furthermore, what began as a stand alone first-of-type
innovation quickly came to influence other aspects of the LEGO hobby. For example, the fact
that some AFOLs have also diffused the Moonbase standard to a Micro Scale, Mecha, Castle,
and an LDraw context shows how an innovation which is otherwise produced ‘locally’ (among
Space people) creates improvements for the AFOL community at large. In addition to the
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Moonbase standard being diffused to other aspects of the hobby, I also observed how the
North American developed Moonbase standard was picked up by German and Danish AFOLs.
To sum up, in addition to satisfying needs related to product functionality and performance,
AFOL innovations also satisfy social needs. Thus, similar to the way a golf handicap functions,
innovations such as the Moonbase standard allows AFOLs to connect in such a way that
newcomers and ‘senior’ AFOLs can play together, but still be individually challenged. Also, the
Moonbase standard provides an opportunity whereby geographically dispersed community
members can create something together without having to physically ‘sit in the same room’.
Finally, the innovation produces different types of tasks that require social commitment and
participation. Consequently, I find that the social linking perspective adds more and important
facets to the understanding of why AFOLs innovate, but also how innovations play a socially
reinforcing and strengthening role. Thus, although innovations such as Moonbase, LDraw, Micro
Scale, Vignettes, BrickWars, and Peeron clearly introduce new product functionalities which
improve the LEGO play experience, they also emphasize important social dimensions which
move the AFOL community beyond the ‘non-rationalistic’ passions and the symbolically and
ritually manifested commitments members make to one another (Cova & Cova, 2002).
Another finding of relevance to the understanding of brand community innovation concerns
the finding that AFOL innovations also satisfy the need for social recognition. This perspective is
discussed in the following.
Social Recognition Perspective
As previously mentioned, being recognized by others is linked with important feelings such as
self-esteem and self-worth. Recognition, therefore, represents a central and emotionally
experienced drive (Arnould et al., 2004), which has been found to also motivate private users
to innovate. In this connection, firm and peer recognition has been linked to career concerns
insofar as innovators believe that being noticed by the firm increases their chances of being
hired by the firm (cf. Füller et al. 2005¸ Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2005).
The wish to be recognized by others also exists among AFOLs. For example, AFOLs want
to be recognized as ‘serious’ hobbyists who are engaged in a complex and deep hobby. Also,
AFOLs want to be recognized as ‘real’ consumers whose needs and wants should be taken
seriously. One ‘strategy’ AFOLs have employed to achieve recognition from ‘regular’ consumers
is to engage, as we have seen, in different externally oriented activities that demonstrate the
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complexity and depth of the LEGO hobby. Central to all of these activities is the display of the
MOC. Because of the central role of the MOC, in the following I will further discuss the
meanings that are associated with it, as I have found that such a perspective sheds light upon
the way AFOLs use their creations to achieve recognition. Similar to the perspective of
innovations as satisfying social needs, this perspective has previously not been described in the
literature.

The MOC as a ‘Vehicle’ for Social Recognition
Central to the LEGO hobby is, as mentioned, the MOC. No one knows who conceived the
term, or when it was used for the first time. However, with its emphasis on My Own (which
clearly points to the owner and inventor) and Creation (which identifies the creation as
something which has been brought into existence by the AFOL who claims that it is My Own),
it can be suggested that AFOLs aim for the term to connote more than otherwise generic
terms, such as custom made LEGO model, or personalized LEGO model, are capable of
expressing. This section aims to discuss and interpret elements of this more.
Key to understanding consumer behavior, Belk (1988) contends, is the fundamental premise
that we are what we have. This idea - that possessions perform important functions in regard to
defining, but also reminding us of who we are (Belk, 1988:160) - gained momentum during the
interpretive turn (see Chapter 2). It was linked to other ideas, such as the idea that possessions
provide a foundation for the making and maintaining of social relationships (cf. Douglas &
Isherwood, 1996 [1979]), as well as the idea conceived later that consumers form brand
relationships with the brands they use (cf. Fournier, 1998). Clearly, with its emphasis on My

Own Creation, the MOC, as well as other AFOL key concepts, speaks to these understandings
of how consumers make sense out of their possessions and how their possessions in turn make
sense of who they are. Consequently, in the analysis of the meaning associated with the MOC,
and how the MOC is linked with recognition, Belk’s (1988) construct of the extended self, i.e.
the idea that we extend ourselves into our possessions, is both useful and relevant.

MOCs as Extensions of the Self
As symbols of ourselves, our possessions fundamentally contribute to and reflect our identities
and self-concepts. In other words, via the possessions we own, we express and confirm to
ourselves and others who we are. Belk defines the major categories of the extended self as:
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‘body, internal processes, ideas and experiences, and those persons, places, and things to which
one feels attached’, where the three last categories represent the most extended79 (Belk,
1988:141). In particular I will draw on Belk's work concerning how the self is invested and
expressed via objects.
There are three ways an object, a thing, becomes a subject, a ‘me’: 1) Via controlling and

mastering the object (for example, it is only when we have learned to ride a bike that the bike
can become part of the extended self), 2) Via creating the object, which can be both a material
thing and an abstract thought, and by giving the object some sort of identification, which
identifies the person who has brought it into existence, and finally, 3) Via knowing the object
passionately (Belk, 1988:151).
As shown in Chapters 5, 6 and 7, AFOLs, and in particular innovative AFOLs, do all three
things. For example, using building techniques such as SNOT and Micro Scale, but also 3D
modeling software, such as LDraw, and parts library systems, such as Peeron, AFOLs are able to
gain a high degree of control and mastery over the LEGO System. Regarding creation of the
object, the whole idea of creating MOCs and claiming that they are My Own clearly exemplifies
how AFOLs transform objects (a pile of LEGO elements) into subjects, MOCs. Finally, as the
mini cases and other examples in Chapters 5, 6 and 7 have shown, AFOLs can be said to know
the LEGO System passionately. The fact that many AFOLs know the LEGO System by heart is
further validated by the LEGO Group, which uses AFOLs’ skills and knowledge in their R&D
processes.
Altogether, these findings strongly suggest that AFOLs, whether or not they are aware of
doing so, use the LEGO System and LEGO play as an extension of self. For example, in Chapter
6 AFOLs described how LEGO play allows them to escape once in a while and control ‘my
own little world’. By escaping into one’s ‘little world’, sitting down and letting one’s ‘creative
juices flow’, as one AFOL called it, AFOLs can express themselves in ways that are otherwise
not possible in their jobs end everyday lives. To some AFOLs working in creative industries (e.g.
as graphical designers, software programmers, etc.), LEGO play can be seen as complementing
their work by offering a ‘clever system of bricks’ via which they can try out and express all sorts
of ideas. For most AFOLs, however, whose jobs are void of the kind of 3D creative selfexpression and experimentation that the LEGO System allows for, the kind of play the LEGO
System facilitates is perceived to keep the imagination alive, exercising the mind, and using parts
79

Belk offers the following example to illustrate this notion. Saying: ’My body is tan’ offers an example of the
extended self.

261

DISCUSSION: PERSPECTIVES ON BRAND COMMUNITY MEMBERSHIP AND INNOVATION

of the brain that would otherwise become stagnant, as one AFOL put it in an interview. Finally,
another example which illustrates how AFOLs extend themselves via the LEGO System relates
to the unwritten rule of not touching other AFOLs’ MOCs. Thus, building on earlier discussions,
we can interpret the social prohibition of picking up other AFOLs’ MOCs without asking for
permission as a confirmation of the MOC representing the AFOL’s self insofar as any damages
or disrespectful interactions with the MOC compare to damaging and being disrespectful to the
AFOL who has created the MOC.
Returning to the topic of the MOC as a ‘vehicle’ for social recognition, the MOC first and
foremost allows for creative self-expression, i.e. making abstract ideas and thoughts ‘inside’
AFOLs ‘real’. Claiming that the MOC that has been conceived is My Own, what AFOLs are
saying is that the MOC is ‘me’ (Belk, 1988:141). Materializing what is ‘inside’, the MOC serves
the function of extending the self in such a way that other people can experience and recognize
the MOC and consequently also the AFOL’s self (Belk, 1988). Whereas it is generally difficult to
show recognition of the un-extended self, especially when among people with whom one is not
personally acquainted, the MOC allows for recognition of the AFOLs’ self.
Consider, for example, a few randomly picked examples of announcements and responses
to new MOCs:
‘Hello fellow Brick folk! Thought I’d share with you my Dragon Wagon-I
really like the small Racer sets-so thought I’d try one with a bit of ‘megs’
thrown in. ;) Its’ my first vehicle! I’m working on more also. Any feedback would be much appreciated! Long Live The Brick!’
‘Hey All, Here is a Prison Wagon I built for the CCCIV. Let me know
what you think!’.
‘Very nice! As usual with your work I find myself sucked into enjoying a
town MOC’,
‘Your streamliner set in the AMTRAK livery is superb! Let everyone
consider your build and design unique and impressive!’,
‘…that is a brilliant Torii80 you have there. Beautiful in its simplicity!’

As the comments illustrate, and as was also shown in Chapter 6, a ‘great creation’ carries both
recognition: ’Very nice!’, and status: ‘Let everyone consider your build and design unique and
impressive!’ Much is consequently at stake every time a MOC is publicly announced. Will the

80

A Japanese Torii gate marks the entrance to a spiritual place.
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MOC be evaluated as a ‘great creation’ or ‘old trash’? Will the creator be recognized as a
‘serious’ hobbyist? Will others ‘shoot down’ the MOC and thus the AFOL behind the MOC?
Because of the MOC’s central role in regard to being recognized, some AFOLs have been
known to pay extraordinary attention to grooming rituals and other types of ritualized activities
which protect the MOC against being devaluated as ordinary and mundane, i.e. ‘just another

MOC’ (Belk et al., 1989; Arnould et al., 2004:95). As one AFOL commented during an
interview: ’For some of these people [AFOLs] it looks to me like it is less a hobby, it is almost a
life they are living, obsession maybe is too strong of a word...Maybe some people take it too
seriously whereas my opinion is - relax, it is a hobby, it is a toy’ (informant 2, 2003). From the
perspective of the MOC representing the ‘me’ it can, however, be argued that the reason why
some AFOLs find it difficult to be relaxed about their LEGO hobby relates to the fact that it is
indeed ‘a life they are living’.
To sum up this section, and of relevance to the question that was raised in Chapter 3
concerning whether innovations carry symbolic value and are linked to status, this study shows
that AFOL’s innovations, besides satisfying needs related to product functionality and
performance also represent the individual AFOL’s extended self. The MOC offers a chance to
be recognized as a creative, skilled, and knowledgeable individual, and confers status on the
AFOL who has conceived the MOC. Thus, it can be suggested that the importance of the
MOC to AFOLs’ sense of self derives from the opportunities it creates for creative selfexpression, but equally from the MOC’s capacity to confer status on the AFOL. Also, it can be
suggested that this relationship between the MOC and the possible benefits it entails for AFOLs
poses a strong motivational factor for AFOLs to come up with ‘great creations’ insofar as a
MOC which is recognized as such supports and strengthens the status and feelings of selfesteem and self-worth of its creator. This new perspective further nuances the current
understanding of innovators being intrinsically motivated. To shed more light upon AFOLs as
innovators, I now turn to the notion of the ‘research laboratory’.
‘Research Laboratory’
The AFOL community shares many similarities with the user communities which have been
found to function like ‘research laboratories’ (von Hippel, 2001; Franke & Shah, 2003; Jeppesen
& Frederiksen, 2005). For example, and of relevance to one of the questions raised in Chapter
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3, besides giving access to important information of relevance to AFOLs' skill and knowledge
development, through interacting with other AFOLs (online as well as offline), AFOLs give and
offer their advice and assistance to one another. As exemplified by the LEGO Factory hack,
similar to Jeppesen & Frederiksen’s (2006) Propellerhead innovators, the AFOL community has
also detected and corrected what compares to product flaws to the benefit of the larger
community. All in all, this study therefore finds it relevant to compare the AFOL community
with a ‘research laboratory’ insofar as membership in the AFOL community allows AFOLs to
get ideas for, ‘test’, and improve their innovations.
Of further relevance to the conceptualization of the ‘research laboratory’, this study contributes
with new findings that on the one hand characterize the ‘research laboratory’ as a particular and
distinctive space, and on the other hand, show that AFOLs’ innovative processes can be
described as disciplined, following principles associated with purposeful and systematic
innovation processes. Thus, compared to the descriptions of the ‘research laboratory’, which
focus mainly on the way users help one another thorough the advice and assistance that are
exchanged, this study takes a different and new approach to the ‘research laboratory’.

Free Space
Similar to the notion of distinctive space (Halfacree, 1998), I find that AFOLs associate their
engagement in the LEGO hobby with a particular kind of experience where AFOLs fell free to
express themselves and just be, a being which stands in opposition to the stressful and often
demanding everyday lives AFOLs live. To conceptualize this being, I turn to Radway (2000
[1984]), who in her study of female romance readers, found that romance reading allowed the
women to deal with pressures and tensions they encountered in their daily round of activities.
The romance story made the event of reading particularly meaningful, and it provided
relaxation, emotional release, and a chance to escape daily routines, metaphorically transporting
the women out of the living room, as Radway described it. Reading romance novels essentially
performed a compensatory act, where the women were able to identify with a heroine and a
storyline that did not in any way resemble their own life. Romance reading consequently
connoted a free space, to use Radway’s term, where the women did something entirely for
themselves and where they were liberated from their everyday routines and burdens. I find that
AFOLs associate the LEGO hobby with qualities similar to those encapsulated in Radway’s free
space and that much of the meaningfulness AFOLs associate with the LEGO
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hobby but also their motives to innovate reside in the community's quality as a free space. For
example, playing with and sorting LEGO elements represent activities which, according to
AFOLs, have therapeutic qualities where AFOLs, like Radway’s romance readers, feel they are
being transported ‘out of’ their everyday life and ‘into’ their ‘own little world’ where they can
freely and creatively express themselves without having to justify or explain what they are doing.
Thus, free space is closely coupled with the opportunity to focus on an activity that is
completely self-selected and enjoyed in itself. ‘In’ free space AFOLs come together not because
they have to, but because they desire the company or the presence of like-minded others. Free
space defines a ‘non-LEGO people free zone’ that is void of raised eyebrows and devaluation,
and in addition, we may also conceptualize free space as a chance to experiment and play with
a temporary alter ego (Celsi, Rose & Leigh, 1993), as was seen in the example of the The

Grand Admiral (introduced in Chapter 6).
In sum, similar to the way the ‘dark age’ derives meaning, free space marks a symbolic boundary
between mundane everyday life and one’s ‘own little world’, where creative self-expression and
free play are focal. AFOLs’ experience of free space thus contributes to creating an inspiring and
'innovation friendly' environment.
Taking a brand perspective, with reference to Fournier’s (1998) brand relationship typology, I
find that the experience of free space couples the LEGO brand with the important emotional
characteristics that can also be encapsulated in what I call the liberator brand relation insofar as
by 'opening up' a free space, the LEGO brand liberates the creative potential which is otherwise
‘hidden inside’ of AFOLs. Clearly, more investigations are needed to establish whether this type
of brand relationship can be generalized to also describe how other consumers relate to the
brands they use. This study, however, strongly indicates that the brand's role in 'opening up' a
free space describes an important relationship factor which builds loyalty to the brand but which
also contributes to creating an inspiring and 'innovation friendly' environment.
Turning to the second perspective discussed in this section, based on Drucker’s (1996 [1985])
studies of innovation processes, I find that although free space connotes free and unrestrained
play, and although some AFOLs are clearly, as Drucker (1996 [1985]) puts it, ‘kissed by the
muses’, and whose innovations are the result of ‘a flash of genius’, in many cases AFOL
innovation is the result of disciplined, purposeful, and systematic work processes.
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Innovative AFOLs are Disciplined and Follow Principles that Characterize Purposeful and
Systematic Innovation Processes
Concretely, I find that AFOLs’ innovative processes share many similarities with the
characteristics Drucker termed the principles of innovation and which represent what Drucker
(1996 [1985]:384) calls the ‘hard core’, the ‘‘do’s’ - things that have to be done’ for innovation
processes to be effective, i.e. to result in innovations that satisfy real needs and solve real
problems. Based on Drucker’s ‘do’s’, in Figure 8.3 I have outlined five characteristics which I find
fundamentally define AFOL innovation as it was described in Chapter 7:

Figure 8.3
Characteristics of AFOL innovations

AFOLs’ innovations are
purposeful, they solve
needs and problems

AFOLs’ innovations build
on their skills and knowledge

AFOLs innovations:
Characteristics

AFOLs’ innovations are
focused, and try not to do too
many things at the same time

AFOL’s innovations aim at
improving the current
state of things

AFOLs’ innovations are
made to work

Based on Drucker (1996 [1985]: 383-390)

I will exemplify the five characteristics via two cases which are familiar to the reader. Thus, as
we saw in the case of the Lowbrow innovation (see Chapter 7), Graco felt a need for
redefining and improving the aesthetic ‘look’ and feel of the LEGO System which was designed
in the 50s into a more contemporary ‘look’, which reflected his generation’s ‘sense of aesthetics
and taste [which] are a bizarre mish-mash’ of things’:
‘At the end of this month I’m turning 30. I’m not real happy about it, but
that’s beside the point. I was raised in the 80s. I ate Captain Crunch,
Chef Boyardee, and if I was lucky Taco Bell. I would wake up early on
Saturday mornings and watch G.I. Joe and Transformers (I about peed
my pants when they did a cross-over cartoon). As I played with my
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legos (as I called them back then) I’d sing along with Billy Idol, Madonna,
and Duran Duran. My sense of how to deal with delicate social
situations was learned from my mentors Jack, Chrissy, and Janet. So
now, as an adult, my sense of aesthetics and taste are a bizarre mishmash of all these things. I like bright vivid colors, surreal situations, and
all that is gitchy’ (Lugnet/General/#50972, 2005).

To solve the problem of redefining the traditional 50s LEGO ‘look’ towards a ‘look’ which could
successfully allow for the expression of the ‘bizarre mish-mash of things’, Graco went looking for
inspiration. He came across an underground art form, the Lowbrow movement, which he felt
resonated with his ideas of a new LEGO ‘look’.
‘They call it Lowbrow art, also known as Pop Surrealism. The movers
and shakers of the movement are folks like Todd White and Shag. This
is the artwork that is appealing to me. I find I identify with it. It may be
the voice of my generation. I think others feel the same way, but have
just not bothered to put a label on it’ (Lugnet/General/#50972, 2005).

Based on his analysis of this art form, and combined with his own cultural experiences, Graco
transferred the aesthetic principles of the Lowbrow movement to the LEGO System. He then
experimented with the new design principles, using it in several and different types of MOCs to
test its sustainability. Finally, Graco announced his MOCs on Lugnet for others to see and be
inspired by.
Another example of the way AFOLs work purposefully with innovation is provided by the
Moonbase standard. From the onset of the project, Palmer knew that to make the Moonbase
idea work, standards which could seamlessly connect the individual Moonbase modules were
needed. Palmer experimented with different standards and simulated different layouts to test
the modules. Also, together with other AFOLs, he tested different LEGO baseplate sizes to
arrive at the most optimal standard. Palmer then released the standards, and shortly after,
AFOLs from all over the world were able to build to the same standard. Using the original
Moonbase standard, new functions and themes have since been integrated by other members;
the standards developed by Palmer nevertheless continue to represent the officially accepted
Moonbase standards.
Both cases illustrate why many of the innovations AFOLs perform can be characterized as both
disciplined and purposeful. Also, they illustrate how AFOLs build on their skills and knowledge,
but also their personal interests in the innovative process (e.g. Graco’s personal interest in
contemporary arts). The innovations are also characterized by the fact that they aim to
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improve, or satisfy needs and solve problems that are of current relevance. For example, the
development of the Moonbase standard was a direct response to the opportunity of creating
and displaying ‘something big’ together. In other cases, such as the development of new SNOT
building techniques, AFOL innovations respond to concrete and current needs for a shaped
curve, an odd angle etc. AFOL innovations thus generally spring from actual and real needs and
problems. Therefore, AFOL innovations are in many cases made to work and not to be put
away in a drawer and saved for later. Thus, although not all AFOLs choose to share their
innovations with others, AFOL innovations are generally either meant for, or could potentially
be used by other AFOLs. For example, AFOLs’ free sharing of building instructions and pictures
of the MOCs they have created enable other AFOLs to reproduce and make use of the
innovation.
In sum, and of relevance to the understanding of AFOLs as innovators, AFOLs generally take a
disciplinary, systematic, and purposeful approach to the way they innovate. AFOLs often have a
clear idea of what they want to achieve with their innovations, and it furthermore characterizes
AFOLs that they provide solutions to commonly experienced problems and needs. What
makes AFOLs disciplinary, systematic and purposeful innovators? First of all, I find that because
of the AFOL community’s early link to the hacker culture, AFOLs have a strong and culturally
embedded preference for disciplined and systematic rather than chaotic and disorganized work
processes. Second, AFOLs’ fondness for being ‘constrained’ and their ‘love of the brick’ can be
linked to a general ‘love’ of logical systems and work processes which are disciplined and
systematic by nature. Third, and similar to other user innovation studies’ findings (cf. von Hippel,
2001; Moon & Sproull, 2001; Lüthje, 2004), I find that AFOLs transfer their professional knowhow and experiences to their innovative processes. For example, many of the technologically
advanced innovations have been conceived by AFOLs who also have an engineering and/or
software programming background. All in all, this study shows that although AFOLs are
hobbyists who do not making a living from their innovations, because of the way AFOLs
perform their innovations, they share many similarities with the characteristics we usually
associate with professional for-profit innovators. This finding generally adds support to previous
user-innovation studies that have also demonstrated hobbyists' competences as innovators (cf.
Füller et al., 2005; Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006). The finding that AFOLs are disciplined,
systematic and purposeful innovators represents however a new dimension not previously
described in the literature.
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The chapter now turns to the second part of this chapter. This part focuses more specifically on
discussing brand community innovation.
Brand Community Innovation
In this section I aim to conceptually unfold the phenomenon of brand community innovation.
More concretely, based on findings from the empirical chapters (Chapters 5, 6, and 7) and
previous discussions in this chapter, I will first discuss brand community innovation at different
development stages of the AFOL community’s life. Based on what I learned about the AFOL
community during the development stage where the number of innovations grew the fastest, I
move on to suggest a number of key factors that conceptualize brand community innovation.
Towards the end of the chapter I discuss how the factors interact, and what characterizes and
influences brand community innovation as a whole.
Brand Community Innovation at Different Stages of the AFOL Community’s Life
Going back to the ATL and RTL times, AFOLs’ understandings and approaches to the LEGO
hobby were characterized by the fact that they had just gotten out of their ‘dark age’ and also
that their experiences with the LEGO brand were founded in their childhood LEGO play
experiences. AFOLs’ interactions focused mainly, as we have seen, on exchanging, selling, and
buying the hard to get LEGO products. Because of the limited technological possibilities, AFOLs
could not, in the same way as just a few years later, share their ideas and knowledge of the
LEGO hobby (e.g. via uploading photos, digital materials, scans etc.). Also, the organizations and
resources were only about to be established. Altogether these circumstances put a limit to the
level of AFOLs’ interactions, but also to their perceived level of depth and complexity of the
LEGO hobby. Consequently, I find that as a whole these circumstances, combined with the fact
that there were fewer active AFOLs, were responsible for, and can therefore explain the
relatively lower level of innovations being performed during this development stage (see Graph
7.1 in Chapter 7).
With the launch of product lines such as LEGO Star Wars and LEGO Mindstorms, which
raised awareness of the LEGO brand among adults who had not been active with LEGO for
years, the rise of the Internet, and the introduction of Lugnet began the changes which
propelled the AFOL community towards a stage where many things happened in a global as
well as local context. Although AFOLs observed that the social intimacy which had
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characterized the early days of the AFOL community had changed because of AFOLs’
entrepreneurial mentality and ‘go ahead’ approach to things, but also the increasing number of
‘fresh eyes and new ideas’ that came into the AFOL community, AFOLs gained, as we have
seen, new and important benefits which added new depths to their LEGO hobby. More
concretely, these benefits emerged mainly through the development and also specialization of
the organizations and resources that allowed AFOLs to see what others had done, and also
share their ideas with a larger forum. During this period of time, AFOLs’ understandings of both
LEGO play and their community membership evolved and became much more elaborate and
sophisticated. Also, it was during the early growth and midlife stage that AFOLs increasingly
began to enact their identity as AFOLs, for example, in cases where they distinguished between
pure and un-pure MOCs, when they interacted with the LEGO Group and other ‘externals’ etc.
Altogether, the early growth and midlife stage was characterized by a significant growth in the
number of innovations performed by AFOLs. Based on the findings discussed in this and
previous chapters, how can we explain this increase?
I find that a number of factors which were only weakly or not at all present during the first
development stage, emerged during the second development stage where the number of
AFOL innovations grew the fastest and where their innovations became much more
experimental and rich. The factors can be grouped under four main areas. On the basis of their
orientation I have labeled the areas: Brand community factors, mood factors, individual factors,
and external environment factors. Before I move on to more specifically address each of them,
below I first briefly introduce the way I characterize and group the factors.

Brand Community Factors
These factors fundamentally guide and motivate innovative AFOLs. Central to the identification
of the factors that characterize brand community innovation are the brand community factors. I
find that AFOLs’ consciousness of kind, and the rituals, traditions, and morals they share (Muniz
& O’Guinn, 2001), which I here call brand community factors, have fostered a number of basic
assumptions and values which generally ’tell [a] group [of] members how to perceive, think
about, and feel about things’ (Schein, 1992:22). More specifically, I find that the brand
community factors are closely linked with and give guidance to the ideas that fundamentally
inspire and guide AFOLs as innovators. Consequently, I think of the brand community factors as
representing a key area in the conceptualization of brand community innovation.
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Mood Factors
These factors concern the pervading atmosphere, the spirit of the brand community, which
forms the innovative climate of the brand community. Based in the analysis of the AFOL
community as a ‘research laboratory’, I find that the AFOL community can be characterized as
having a mood and that this mood influences AFOLs as innovators. Similar to the way we think
of people as having moods, I think of the mood as the pervading atmosphere, the spirit of the
community. I have observed manifestations of the AFOL community mood in, for example, the
way AFOLs socially interact, share ideas, give feedback and assistance etc. Inspired by Darsø
(2001), who talks about certain innovation climates which can either be positive and in support
of innovative processes, or counterproductive and ‘bad’, I see the mood factors existing as ‘a
manifestation on a more superficial level’ (Darsø, 2001:374) of, in this case, the brand
community factors.

Individual Factors
These factors, which relate to the innovator’s skills, interests, personal experiences etc., ‘stick’ to
the individual innovator and characterize him or her as an innovator. I define these factors as
those that have to do with the individual AFOL, i.e. his needs, personal experiences, interests,
skills, talents, and motives, but also his perceptions of being AFOL. In comparison with the three
other factors, I see these factors as ‘sticking’ to the individual AFOL. The factors are exchanged
and/or made visible, for example, in the MOCs that the AFOL creates, his engagement in rituals
and traditions, in the advice and assistance he offers other AFOLs etc. The individual factors
underline the observation that each member has a particular background that defines him and
characterize him as an innovator.

External Environment Factors
These factors exist ‘outside’ the brand community, but as they occasionally influence the brand
community, they also influence AFOLs as innovators. Changing perspectives and ‘moving
outside’ the AFOL community, I have observed a number of external factors which may
potentially influence brand community innovation. I say may and potentially because in many
cases it is still too early to say whether and to what degree the external factors I have observed
will affect the community’s mood and AFOLs’ innovative processes. However, as I have
observed that external factors do exist and that they do seem to influence the AFOL
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community I have chosen to include this perspective in the conceptualization of brand
community innovation.
I find that no factor or area for that matter can on its own conceptualize brand community
innovation. Rather, I find that we have to consider a number of factors, their individual content
and orientation, as well as how they interact and affect one another, to come to an
understanding of how the phenomenon of brand community innovation emerges. Because of
this multi-facetedness and interrelatedness the distinction between the four areas is by no
means absolute; rather, I find that there are overlaps between them, as one factor may affect or
exist in more than one area at any given time. In the following, drawing on findings discussed in
this and previous chapters, I will sum up and further discuss what I have come to learn about
the individual areas. True to a dynamic interaction perspective, at the end of the chapter I draw
together the factors and further elaborate on brand community innovation.
Brand Community Factors
What characterizes the brand community factors? Similar to other studies of brand community
(cf. Schouten & McAlexander, 1995; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; Broderick et al., 2003; Muniz &
O’Guinn, 2005; O’Guinn & Miniz, 2005), I find that as with any culture, the AFOL community is
rich in assumptions of what makes AFOLs AFOLs, and that these assumptions are closely
linked with perceptions of the brand. As previous discussions in this chapter have shown, and
of relevance to the question posed in Chapter 3 about what role members’ perceptions of the
brand played in providing a framework that inspires innovation, the basic assumptions and
values form what compares to an intersubjectively shared lens. This lens largely organizes
AFOLs’ shared interpretations around an official and ‘right’ understanding of the LEGO brand
and hobby, which again guides, for example, the way AFOLs negotiate meaning about the
LEGO brand, the ‘language’ they develop and use, the things they pay attention to and
appreciate but also devaluate, and not least, the way AFOLs innovate. In Table 8.1 I have
summed up the brand community factors which emerged in this study and which I consider
relevant to the conceptualization of brand community innovation.
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Table 8.1
Brand community factors

BRAND COMMUNITY FACTORS
Consciousness of kind
•

AFOLs share interpretation strategies which are centered on ‘love of the brick’.

•

AFOLs share the belief that they are involved in a deep and complex hobby.

•

AFOLs are opposed to ‘clone’ brands and non-LEGO products.

•

AFOLs experience an image/identity gap.

Rituals and traditions
•

The ‘dark age’ symbolically marks the time before (the ‘alone ages’) and the time after an AFOL enters the LEGO
hobby and becomes an AFOL.

•

AFOLs have all undergone the transition from being a ‘regular’ consumer to becoming an AFOL (someone who knows
the LEGO System by heart, who says ‘no’ to ‘clone’ brands, but ‘yes’ to the LEGO brand etc.)

Morals
•

There is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ way to use LEGO products.

•

AFOLs are guided by principles of purity.

•

AFOLs are opposed to self-appointed authorities and undemocratic ways of doing things.

I find that the brand community factors ‘allow’ for certain types of innovations to happen while
suppressing or excluding others. For example, based on the findings which showed the way
AFOLs think of purity, we can predict that MOCs created using ‘clone bricks’ will be devaluated
as unpure and that AFOLs will be less, if at all, motivated to perform innovations which are
based on such material. Also, based on the findings related to AFOLs’ opposition to what they
consider not real LEGO products, we can predict that it is highly unlikely that we will see
innovations centered on, or inspired by, for example, the Jack Stone or LEGO Galidor products.
On the other hand, given AFOLs’ ‘love of the brick’ and principles of purity we can expect
that innovations will be founded in the LEGO System and, in the case where the innovations
are not based on LEGO elements, that they will be loyal to the principles of the LEGO System.
All in all, the point I want to make here is not whether we can predict that different types of
innovations will or will not happen, but rather that the brand community factors form a
foundation of basic assumptions and values from which AFOL innovations spring.
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Mood Factors
What characterizes the AFOL community’s mood factors? Aside from the observation that user
communities function like ‘research laboratories’ (von Hippel, 2001; Jeppesen & Frederiksen,
2005), mood factors have not been addressed in the user innovation or brand community
literature. Nevertheless, through my study I find that the mood plays a central and determining
role in establishing conditions for AFOLs’ innovative processes. In particular, I want to
accentuate three factors which I find have played a central role in forming the innovative mood
of the AFOL community:
Table 8.2
Mood factors
MOOD FACTORS

•

The AFOL community and the LEGO hobby form a free space, a contrast to everyday mundane life. Because of this
free space, playfulness, relaxation, and escape characterize the AFOL community’s mood.

•

The AFOL community functions like a ‘research laboratory’, which creates an experimental but also purposeful and
systematic mood.

•

The AFOL community embraces ‘fresh eyes and new ideas’ which foster a friendly, open, and sharing mood.

Key to the understanding of the AFOL community’s mood is first and foremost the notion of
free space. To AFOLs, much of the meaningfulness of being engaged in the LEGO hobby
inheres, as we have seen, in their childhood memories of playing with LEGO but also in their
associations of LEGO play as relaxation and escape into a world where they can creatively
express themselves, and let their ‘creative juices flow’. Free space fundamentally allows AFOLs
to ‘bracket out’ the misunderstandings and the devaluations they are otherwise subjected to by
the official culture of ‘regular’ consumers. All in all, free space contributes to creating a mood
which can best be described as playful, relaxed, and free. In regard to AFOLs being purposeful
and systematic in their innovation processes, it is important to remember that the mood of the
AFOL community at any time includes this free and playful attitude. In this connection I find that
the following quote by author Roger von Oech sums up very well the role of playfulness in
AFOLs’ innovative processes: ‘Necessity may be the mother of invention, but play is certainly
the father’. Similarly, it characterizes AFOLs’ approach to the LEGO hobby that play is indeed a
central ingredient in both the kind of activities AFOLs are involved in, but also in the mood
which characterizes AFOLs’ innovative processes.
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In addition to the playful, relaxed, and free mood, I find that the AFOL community’s function as
a ‘research laboratory’ has contributed to fostering an experimental mood, also described by
AFOLs as an ‘explorer mentality’ and a general curiosity about the way things are made and
how they work. This mentality and curiosity about things is evident in, for example, AFOLs’
‘show and tell’ sessions and at AFOL community events where the presentations AFOLs make
to one another are all centered on AFOLs’ profound interests in how the MOC was conceived
and how it can be further advanced and improved. In many cases, I find that the mood factors
play a central role in all stages of the development of AFOL innovations (as illustrated, for
example, by the cases of the lowbrow and Moonbase standard innovations).
Finally, the third mood factor I have observed concerns the general openness and willingness
to share ideas, advice, and knowledge of importance to the LEGO hobby. For example, it
characterizes close to all AFOL organizations and resources of different kinds that they can be
accessed and freely used by all. This approach to things goes back to what has already been
discussed, namely the hacker heritage and the fact that AFOLs depend on one another to
further cultivate and advance the LEGO hobby. Supported by the survey (2005) finding that
many AFOLs think of the AFOL community as the main reason why they have become so
involved in the LEGO hobby, I will argue that in particular, the mood factors which concern
openness and willingness to share have enabled innovative AFOLs to become such advanced
innovators. Indeed, there are some AFOLs who are ‘kissed by the muses’, but as the survey
(2005) shows, for a majority of AFOLs, seeing what others have done and being inspired by
their creations provides a strong motivational factor for innovation.
Relating the mood factors as a whole to the phenomenon of brand community innovation, I
see the mood factors as being closely related to the personal, the brand community, and the
external factors. Thus, the mood factors depend on many different things, such as AFOLs’ past
experiences with LEGO play, their associations of the LEGO hobby as being complex and deep,
their dislike of self-imposed authorities etc. In particular, however, I find that the experience of
free space in combination with the AFOL community’s function as a ‘research laboratory’, and
the appreciation of ‘fresh eyes and new ideas’ have fostered a mood which widely supports and
also encourages AFOLs’ innovative activities.
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Individual Factors
What is it about AFOLs as individuals which make them innovators? First and foremost, and in
keeping with findings described in the user innovation literature, essentially AFOLs innovate
because they have a need for a given product functionality or feature. Taking a social
constructionist perspective, however, this study has also provided many new insights into the
question of why AFOLs innovate. For example, as we saw in Chapter 7, compared to noninnovators innovative AFOLs tend to be significantly more engaged in the LEGO hobby and
AFOL community. They make wider and more frequent use of the community resources, and
also like to share ideas with other AFOLs. Moreover, innovative AFOLs feel significantly ahead
of non-innovators in regard to the LEGO hobby and think of themselves as being among the
first to know of new things of interest to their LEGO hobby. All in all, I find that innovative
AFOLs stand out as people who are more involved in the LEGO hobby, but who also master
the LEGO hobby not least because they, relative to ‘regular’ consumers in general, but also
other AFOLs, posses considerable skills and specialized knowledge of the LEGO hobby. Of
general relevance to the observation of mastery, Gardner (2004), the author of the theory of
multiple intelligences, has found that in order to be creative, an individual has to master a
domain81. Building on Gardner’s finding, I propose that it is exactly because innovative AFOLs
possess domain skills (of the LEGO hobby), that they can ‘see’ and conceive things noninnovators cannot. This finding, I propose, offers an important observation that contributes to
the explanation of why some AFOLs innovate whereas others do not. Of further support to
innovative AFOLs' strong domain skills, Søren Lund, Director of the LEGO Group and
responsible for the overall product development and launch of the new LEGO Mindstorms
robot NXT (which involved AFOLs in the product development stage), recently stated that the
level of knowledge and ingenuity some AFOLs posses (in regard to the LEGO System but also
in matters which regard the technological and computer related areas) in many cases exceeds
that of the LEGO Group (Designmatters, 2006:44). Thus, not only compared to ‘regular’
consumers and other non-innovating AFOLs, but also in comparison with product designers
who work for the LEGO Group, many innovative AFOLs are in a league of their own.
However, as the discussions earlier in this chapter have shown, mastery is only part of the
explanation of why some AFOLs innovate and other do not. Consequently, I will point to four

81

Gardner, 2004:2, defines a domain as: ‘any organized activity in society, where individuals can be ranked in terms
of expertise. Any occupation, any art or craft or sport, is a domain’.
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additional key factors as central to the understanding of what motivates AFOLs to innovate, see
Table 8.3:
Table 8.3
Individual factors: Motives to innovate and underlying goals

INDIVIDUAL FACTORS
Motives to innovate

AFOLs’ goals

AFOLs innovate because they want to further cultivate their
skills and specialized knowledge.

To master the LEGO hobby.

AFOLs innovate because they face needs for things which are
not on the market.

To continuously improve and develop the LEGO hobby.

AFOLs innovate because they have an inner drive for creative
self-expression.

To make what is ‘inside’ real and existing.

AFOLs innovate because their innovations (MOCs) allow
them to extend their selves.

To be recognized as a great creator.

AFOLs innovate because they want to be accepted as
hobbyists who are engaged in a deep and complex hobby.

To be socially accepted as ‘serious’ hobbyists.

Based in this study’s findings, I find that it is possible to further elaborate and nuance the intrinsic
motivation perspective suggested in the user innovation literature. Thus, seeing innovations as
means to achieve more abstract goals, I propose we can achieve a deeper understanding of why
AFOLs innovate. For example, in regard to the innovations based on the motive of cultivating
skills and knowledge, I find that this motive can be linked to AFOLs’ deeper goal of mastering
the LEGO hobby. Another motive to innovate, which is also widely described in the user
innovation literature, concerns innovators’ needs for things that are not on the market. Besides
satisfying concrete needs for certain product functionalities which cannot be found in the
product, this motive can also be linked to AFOLs’ goal of ‘pushing the envelope’, i.e. the wish to
continuously improve and further develop their LEGO hobby. Other and central motives to
innovate relate to, as we have seen, AFOLs’ inner drive to express themselves creatively and
extend their selves via their innovations. These motives, which are closely connected, can be
further linked to AFOLs’ goals of being recognized for their brilliant ideas and ‘great creations’.
Finally, I find that AFOLs are also motivated to innovate because their innovations potentially
confer acceptance on them as creators, which again supports AFOLs in their attempt to narrow
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and close the image/identity gap. Thus, this motive can be seen as linked to the goal of being
socially accepted as ‘serious’ hobbyists.
Relating the individual factors to brand community innovation, this study points to a number of
different motives and goals that each in their own way and in combination provide answers to
the fundamental question of why AFOLs become innovators. In general, I find that AFOLs’
motives and goals to innovate tend to flow together and create behaviors that are multimotivated rather than motivated by a single goal. Similar to the way Maslow (1970) thought of
human needs, I also think of AFOLs as being partly satisfied and partly unsatisfied in all of their
goals at the same time, i.e. no goal is in principle fully satisfied, meaning that AFOLs will always ceteris paribus - have reasons to innovate. For example, the goal of being known as a great
creator never ceases to motivate, as even the greatest creator has to continuously prove his or
her greatness. Likewise, there are always more ways to improve the LEGO hobby, and as for
being socially accepted, at least in a short-term perspective, it will always be possible to find
‘regular’ consumers who cannot understand how adults can have LEGO as hobby.
External Environment Factors
Compared to the other factors, these factors are, as said, relatively underexplored in this study
and very little is generally known of how external factors influence private innovators. In the
following I will give examples of some of the factors I have observed in this study. For example,
the existence of NDAs, which limit AFOLs' possibilities to freely share, represent a factor that
may over time negatively affect the mood which encourages, for example, openness and free
sharing. On the other hand, although still in its founding phase, a factor such as the LEGO
Factory, with all its possibilities for AFOLs to create, share, and sell their MOCs, seemingly
represents another external factor that may positively affect the innovative mood. AFOLs’
perceptions of being misunderstood by ‘regular’ consumers (who represent the official culture),
and their experiences of the raised eyebrows illustrates another example of how external
factors positively motivates AFOLs to show, via their innovations, the depth and complexity of
the LEGO hobby. All in all, more research is clearly needed to further illuminate the external
environment factors. However this study strongly suggests the existence of such factors, and
consequently I have included the external environment perspective in the conceptualization of
brand community innovation.
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Key Factors of Brand Community Innovation
As mentioned, I find that brand community innovation emerges as the result of a number of
factors which can be organized under four areas: The brand community, the mood, the
individual, and the external environment factors. The identification of these factors tells us that
AFOL innovations are not coincidental. Neither can AFOL innovations emerge anywhere or
anytime. Instead, I propose that brand community innovation is linked to the above four
interacting areas, each of which plays a role in causing brand community innovation to happen.
Essentially, the brand community factors stake out a meaning based foundation from which
AFOL innovations springs. It is through these factors that AFOLs get their ideas of, for example,
what characterizes a ‘great creation’, why purity matters etc. The mood factor relates more
specifically to the atmosphere that distinguishes AFOLs’ innovative processes. It relates to, for
example, the way AFOLs say and do things, how they treat one another, and the expectations
they bring into the innovative processes. The individual factors relate to the individual AFOL and
the particular skills, motives, and other personal characteristics that characterize him as an
innovator. Finally, the external environment factors describe the society/official culture factors
that interact with and influence the community. Figure 8.4 links together what I call the key
factors of brand community innovation.
Given the different roles of the factors, I have placed the external environment factors so that
they ‘surround’ the AFOL community. However, as members of the brand community interact
with and respond to the external environment factors and vice versa, the idea that there is
something which ‘surrounds’ the brand community, and that factors concerning the brand
community are ‘inside’ and ‘internal’, is really not optimal, as it indicates a clear demarcation
between the society/official culture and the AFOL community, which in this case is not absolute,
but relative. For example, AFOLs also have other roles as spouses, students, employees etc.
which means that they, given the situation they find themselves in, also belong to society and
the official culture. Consequently, it should be noted that the way I think of the external
environment is based mainly on the observation that ‘something’ from the outside, which the
AFOL community has no or little influence over, impacts the AFOL community, which again
causes the community to respond in one way or another to what is going on and so forth.

279

DISCUSSION: PERSPECTIVES ON BRAND COMMUNITY MEMBERSHIP AND INNOVATION

Figure 8.4
Key factors of brand community innovation
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Consciousness of
kind
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SOCIETY/OFFICIAL CULTURE

I have placed the brand community factors on the outer ring as I see them as providing a
foundation for both the personal and the mood factors. I have placed the individual and the
mood factors ‘inside’ the brand community factors to illustrate this relationship. I have drawn
the individual and the mood factors in a Yin Yang manner to indicate that the two entities are
different but also interacting and interdependent. Generally, however, I see this interaction and
interdependency as existing between all of the four factors. Besides outlining the factors which
overall influence and constitute brand community innovation, I aim for the model to illustrate
that the phenomenon of brand community innovation is: 1) Context dependent and dynamic,
2) Culture bound, and 3) Sensitive to external influences.
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Brand Community Innovation is Context Dependent
What I mean by this is that brand community innovation depends on the different factors,
which in turn, depend on the situation and the development stage of the brand community.
Thus, as the factors, the situation and/or development stage change, so does brand community
innovation both in regard to the level of innovations performed by AFOLs and the type of
innovations AFOLs perform (e.g. the innovations’ complexity and sophistication). For example,
as we have seen, the early growth and midlife stage provided optimal conditions for all of the
factors which resulted in an increase in AFOL innovations and also in the emergence of lots of
different types of innovations. As the AFOL community reaches later development stages, for
example, the maturity and declining stage (Schein, 1992), the conditions for brand community
innovation change again. Although we can only speculate, given the characteristics of the
maturity and decline stage, it is likely that the number and level of sophistication of AFOL
innovations will go down as this stage is generally characterized by loss of integration, cultural
diffusion, and internal power struggles among the subcultures, which have now become more
manifest (Schein, 1992). In any event, the point here is that brand community innovation is
context dependent and dynamic, meaning that simply because the AFOL community is
currently characterized by a relatively high level of innovations being performed, we cannot take
for granted that this level will endure.
Brand Community Innovation is Culture Bound
As we have seen in the discussions of purity and the importance of the MOC to AFOLs,
besides responding to needs for things which can improve product functionality and
performance, AFOL innovations also originate in and respond to the culture they are part of.
Using the concept of pureness as an illustration, innovations which are based on these principles
do not only spring from the cultural beliefs which are shared among members, they also
support them by demonstrating that innovations can indeed be performed using principles that
are valued and central to the community members. From this perspective, innovations can be
seen as contributing to securing the continuation of the community. However, based on the
point about brand community innovation being context dependent and dynamic, as the culture
changes, AFOL innovations can be expected to adapt to the new situation. For example, now
that the AFOL community is showing signs of moving towards a more mature stage, changes in
particular in the brand community factors have begun to show. Among other things, the
perception of purity has, as we have seen, to some degree begun to unfreeze, which indicates a
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beginning shift of the basic assumptions and values which have guided AFOL innovations in the
past. Further research is needed to investigate how perceptions of purity evolve, but a possible
scenario may be that we will see more innovations that include non-LEGO branded materials
and also the use of modified LEGO elements. Thus, in addition to brand community innovation
being context dependent and dynamic, I also find that brand community innovation is culture
bound and should therefore be understood accordingly.
Brand Community Innovation is Sensitive to External Influences
As mentioned, I see AFOLs’ innovative processes as being influenced by things that happen in
the community’s ‘surroundings’. In regard to the user innovation literature, and to some degree
also the brand community literature, there is a tendency to focus on the factors that regard
either the individual innovator/member, and/or the meanings that are held by the community as
a whole. Thus, the topic of how external influences affect the brand community and how the
brand community interacts with its ‘surroundings’ has received only little attention. Based on my
study, I propose that we cannot see AFOL innovations as the result of a number of ‘internal’
factors only. As we have seen, changes in, or things imposed by society and official culture
factors affect the brand community, the individual innovator, and also the mood factors. Thus,
when we try to understand the factors and the dynamics of brand community innovation, we
need to think of the external environment factors as having a potentially disruptive effect, which
can have consequences for, for example, members' openness and willingness to share ideas.
The point here is that brand community innovation cannot be thought of as something which
happens in a closed system and which is only influenced by members of the brand community;
brand community innovation is also influenced by factors which exist ‘outside’ the brand
community and which members may have little influence over. Thus, the understanding of
brand community innovation as phenomenon fundamentally requires a holistic perspective
which addresses both the 'internal' and the 'external' dimensions of brand community.
In this chapter I have aimed to analyze the observations and insights which emerged in the
empirical chapters. In the next chapter, I will further outline the contributions and implications of
these findings to the existing theory outlined in Chapter 3.
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9. THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
Based on the findings described in the previous chapters, the purpose of this chapter is to sum
up and make clear what I consider to be the most important contributions and implications of
this study’s findings in relation to the brand community and user innovation literature.
The Contributions and Implications of This Study to the Field of Brand Community
As mentioned in Chapter 3, Muniz & O’Guinn (2001:412) conceptualized brand community in
the following way: ‘Brand community is a specialized, non-geographical bound community,
based on a structured set of social relationships among admirers of a brand. It is specialized
because at its center is a branded good or service.’ With the purpose of outlining what has
been learned from this study in regard to the conceptualization of brand community, in the
following I will focus on the study’s contributions and implications on the parts concerning
brand community as a phenomenon that is: 1) Specialized, 2) Non-geographically based, 3)
Based on a structured set of social relationships, and that comprises 4) Admirers of a brand.
On Brand Community as a Specialized Phenomenon
In the brand community literature specialization is associated with the community being
centered on a brand. With regard to the AFOL community, it is clearly centered on the LEGO
brand which per definition characterizes the community as specialized. However, throughout
this study a number of findings have emerged that strongly suggest taking a broader based
approach to the way specialization is currently understood. These findings are summed up in
Table 9.1:
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Table 9.1
Current perspectives on the specialization of brand community and this study's contributions to the topic
Brand community as a specialized phenomenon
Current position taken in the literature

New perspectives on specialization offered by this study

•

•

The brand community is specialized on more
dimensions than being centered on a brand: Members
have specialized interests, skills, and knowledge of the
LEGO brand and hobby.

•

Specialization changes over the course of the
community's life.

•

Specialization influences the experiences members have
of their community membership.

•

Specialization drives integration among members and
supports members’ perceived relevance of the
community.

•

Specialization explains how consumers who are not
professional innovators are nevertheless able to come
up with improvement and first-of-type innovations.

Specialization relates to the community being centered
on the brand (Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001).

This study shows that specialization exists in many contexts and through many dimensions of
brand community membership. For example, members have specialized interests, skills, and
knowledge. Moreover, specialization can be coupled with members’ understandings of the
brand they are involved in, the organizations they create, the products they choose to collect
etc. Concretely, some members choose, as we have seen, to specialize in particular themes,
which they then become experts in. Others specialize in technical functionalities of the brand;
yet others specialize in organizing community events etc. Some members choose not to
specialize per se, but prefer to have a broader orientation and approach to the consumption
activity and their community membership in general. Combining the observation that innovators
tend to transfer knowledge from their ‘private’ domain (for example, from their jobs or studies
as engineers, software programmers etc.) to the innovations they create with the finding that
innovators are open and willing to share their ideas and give advice to other members of the
community, an implication of specialization is consequently that the community as a whole
comes to know more about many things than it would if members were individually pursuing
their own interests. In other words, specialization contributes to broadening and deepening
members’ experiences and knowledge of the consumption activity they are involved in, but also
their perceptions of the brand insofar as members, through their use of the community
resources, become familiar with interests that are ‘outside’ their main interests area, but which
are practiced and cultivated by other members of the community.
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Regarding specialization as linked to the brand community’s development stage, this study finds
that over time, as the community evolves and expands, members’ degree of specialization in
their hobby changes. In support of this finding, organization theorists generally find that
organizations go through major phases of development that last from 3-15 years (Greiner,
1998). Thus, in the founding and early growth stage, which lasted approximately five-seven
years, we saw that AFOLs had fewer experiences with the LEGO hobby as well as their brand
community membership. Moreover, during this development stage, members’ relations with
other members compared in many cases to an exchange relationship (see Chapter 3). Because
of these characteristics, members’ specialization in regard to almost all aspects of the hobby was
generally low. During the early growth and midlife stage the community entered a new
development stage that also lasted approximately five-seven years. During this stage,
specialization increased and took place on literally all levels and dimensions of the community.
Members continued to exchange information regarding, for example, where to find the hard to
get LEGO products. However, as access to LEGO products improved, AFOLs’ brand
community membership increasingly came to embrace more dimensions emphasized by, for
example, the socialization and learning, the altruistic, and the social capital perspectives (see
Chapter 3). Entering the midlife stage, embracing new communications vehicles such as blogs,
podcasting, online video streaming, and wikis, specialization in regard to the way members
communicate and interact seemingly continues to increase horizontally and in some cases also
vertically. For example, many of the blogs created tend to focus on particular aspects of the
LEGO hobby. The implications of this latest development in members’ use of new
communications vehicles for the specialization of the community are not yet known. In any case,
the point here is that specialization changes over the course of the community’s life, meaning
that at some development stages the community is characterized by a ‘low’ degree of
specialization whereas at other times, the community is ‘high’ on specialization. Among other
things, the finding that specialization varies according to the community’s development stage has
implications for the kind of experiences and benefits members derive from their membership.
For example, entering the AFOL community during the founding and early growth stage, where
the community was composed mainly of computer experts whose main focus was to sell and
buy LEGO products, offered a different experience compared to entering the community
during the early growth and midlife stage, where focus was on broadly exploring interests
related to ‘the brick’ and where lots of different activities were going on and many new
members were entering the community.
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Another perspective on specialization regards member integration. Thus, whereas brand
community is per definition specialized because it is centered on a particular brand, this study
shows that members’ specialized interests in particular themes, their specialized skills and
knowledge, and their specialized understandings of the brand further drive integration among
members. For example, through their membership in the community, members gain access to a
wealth of specialized information and knowledge they could not otherwise obtain. These
benefits all contribute to strengthening member integration. Moreover, as members rely on one
another to further cultivate and develop their interests in the brand and hobby, specialization
increases dependency and consciousness of kind among members.
Finally, in a broader perspective, I find that the various ways members and the community as
a whole specialize provide an explanation to the fundamental question of why and how
consumers outside firms are capable of creating sophisticated innovations despite the fact that
they have no access to R&D departments and other types of resources, despite the fact that
they have limited resources and no production facility to carry out their innovations, and despite
the fact that they have no expectations of receiving any form of compensation for their efforts.
Specialization, I find, in combination with members’ willingness to share and be open, their wide
use of communications technologies, and their access to hardware and software of different
kinds has to a large extent contributed to creating a situation where AFOLs, despite their status
as consumers, are capable of conceiving improvement and first-of-type innovations of relevance
to AFOLs themselves, but also to the larger market.
All in all, this study has extended the current understanding of the brand community as being
specialized by showing that specialization regards many aspects of members’ brand community
membership and also that specialization plays an important role in integrating members and
making the community as a whole smarter. This wider perspective on specialization contributes
among other things to explaining why and how consumers become innovators and how
consumers via their specialized interests, skills and knowledge can provide the resources needed
to cultivate and further develop the consumption activity they are involved in. While offering
such important benefits to members, for people who have little or no knowledge of the brand,
specialization may pose a barrier to entering the community insofar as they may face difficulties,
for example, in matching the level of specialization which exists among the more ‘senior’
members. Also, they may find it hard to 'learn the language' and the codes that separate for
example 'great creations' from 'old trash'. I find that these barriers, whether consciously or
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unconsciously, have raised the bar in terms of the LEGO hobby's level of depth and complexity,
making it difficult for new and inexperienced AFOLs to enter the community. I will illustrate this
point via an example.
As can currently be observed in some subscription based multiplayer online role-play games
like World of Warcraft, the lack of barriers to entry poses a challenge to the more experienced
members. Thus, many adult World of Warcraft players are frustrated by the increasing number
of players who come into the game and who are both too young and immature to play the
game ‘right’. The unhindered entry of the too young and immature players has seemingly started
a downward spiral which has begun to undermine the gaming experience for many of the
experienced gamers, causing them to either leave or considering leaving the game. Thus as this
example illustrates, left with the too young and immature players, the bar inevitably goes down
and the game loses its attraction and becomes irrelevant and uninteresting. Returning to the
AFOL community, I find that by keeping the bar high, the AFOL community has prevented this
situation from happening. Among other things, keeping the bar high has contributed to making
the AFOL community stand out in the social space as a ‘place’ for people who think of LEGO
play as a complex and deep hobby. Thus, on the one hand, specialization signals to new
members and the surrounding world what the community is about, and what those who want
to become members should therefore learn. On the other hand, it provides a positive sense of
identity for existing members. Both areas are key to the survival of any community (Klatch,
2004). Specialization, I will consequently argue, although excluding in some cases the less
inexperienced and less sophisticated members, has seemingly had a positive effect on the
integration of ‘serious’ AFOLs and the perceived relevance of the AFOL community to its
members.
On Brand Community as a Non-Geographically Bound Phenomenon
It has been argued that communities of our time have increasingly been liberated from
geography (cf. Fischer et al., 1996). In keeping with this perspective, and Muniz & O’Guinn’s
(2001) emphasis on brand communities being non-geographically bound, this study confirms
that the meanings members hold of the brand and their brand community membership are not
bound to or restricted by geography. Instead the meanings members hold of the brand are, as
we have seen, virtually exchanged, travel across borders, and needs no physical ‘anchoring place’
as such. However, having studied the AFOL community in a longitudinal perspective, I have also
observed that whereas geography matters less in regard to the meanings members hold of the
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brand and their membership, this study suggests that geography does matter when it comes to
the kind of experiences members derive from their community membership and also the
longevity of the community. These new perspectives are summed up in Table 9.2:
Table 9.2
Current perspectives on brand community as being non-geographically bound and this study's contributions to the
topic
Brand community as a non-geographically bound phenomenon
Current position taken in the literature

New perspectives on geography offered by this study

•

•

A composition of both geographically as well as nongeographically bound organizations, and small-group
based as well as network-based organizations allows for
members to experience their community membership
in many different contexts and locations resulting in
richer experiences of brand community membership.

•

The existence of different types of organizations allows
members to change location, for example, in times of
crisis. This flexibility contributes to sustaining the
longevity of the community.

Brand communities are described as being nongeographically bound in the sense that the meanings
members share are not bound to place (cf. Muniz &
O'Guinn, 2001).

As we have seen in the case of the AFOL community, a broader based but at the same time
specialized brand community, which comprises geographically as well as non-geographically
bound organizations, and small-group-based as well as larger network-based organizations
(Dholakia et al., 2004), allows for different types of experiences and social interactions to
happen. For example, as shown in the Moonbase case, AFOLs interacted at different locations
and each location added to AFOLs’ experience of being part of a project that mattered to them
as innovators and brand community members. As the Moonbase case also showed, the various
types of organizations create a community that is buzzing with life, and which is therefore
interesting to be part of as there are always new things to discover and learn about the LEGO
hobby. Secondly, the many locations potentially offer many points of entry for new members.
For existing members they offer the possibility to further cultivate and specialize in areas of
particular interest. Finally, I find that existing in many locations and contexts makes the brand
community less vulnerable in times of, for example, dramatic changes and crises. In these
situations, contrary to the brand communities that exist in fewer locations, members can, as we
have seen, choose to temporarily scale down their participation in one type of organization and
instead couple themselves with other organizations. I find that this flexibility has allowed AFOLs
to sustain rather than end their affiliation with the brand community, which in turn contributes
to the long-term survival of the community. Of relevance to Rheingold’s (1998) observation
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that the Internet allows people to do just about the same things as in ‘real’ life but without the
physical body being involved, based on my observations, I find that members’ sense of ‘we’ness’
comes to include more dimensions when it is confirmed in environments that allow for cultural
intimacy (Herzfeld, 2002), i.e. physical experiences of the ‘other’ (Amit, 2002). For example,
AFOLs’ explain that misunderstandings among members leading to disagreements and flaming
attacks often happen because people have no real sense of the person behind the name or the
avatar on the screen. More concretely, AFOLs express that they lack the different types of cues,
such as facial expressions, tone of voice etc., which otherwise enable them to assess the ‘other’.
Having experienced the ‘other’ face-to-face, AFOLs explain, tends to reduce misunderstandings
and creates an experience of knowing the ‘other’ better, which in turn fosters a more open and
friendly mood.
Altogether, this study has provided new perspectives to the understanding of brand community
as a non-geographical phenomenon by showing that although the meanings associated with the
brand and brand community membership are not bound to a physical location per se, the
combination of different environments and different types of organizations strongly influences
members’ experiences of their membership and also the longevity of the community.
Consequently, when studying brand communities in a long-term perspective, this study
emphasizes the relevance of inquiring into the extent and also the way the different
organizations and resources are organized and whether they allow for many or few locations
where members can convene and experience consciousness of kind.
On Brand Community Being Based On a Structured Set of Social Relations
As we have seen several examples of, clearly this study confirms current findings that show that
brand community is based on a structured set of relationships that involves other members and
the brand (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001), the marketer, and the product (McAlexander et al., 2002).
In regard to the types of social relations, however, this study contributes with new findings that
extend the current understanding of the social relations members share. These findings are
summed up in Table 9.3:
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Table 9.3
Current perspectives on brand community as being based on a structured set of social relations and this study's
contributions to the topic
Brand community as based on a structured set of social relations
Current position taken in the literature

New perspectives on social relations offered by this study

•

•

This study shows that 14, % of the members can be
characterized as ‘passionate’ members as defined in the
consolidated overview of member types offered in
Chapter 3 also referred to as the Core member/Insider.

•

A majority of members resemble the Informationalist/
Devotee type of member. This member type is
described as one who is less interested in building social
ties and who tends to take an individualistic and usage
oriented approach to their membership (Kozinets,
1999, Cova & Cova, 2002, and de Valck, 2005).

•

Informationalist/Devotees add volume to the brand
community, which again adds significance to the
community’s negotiation power and the community's
role as contributing to consumer agency.

•

Approximately 20% of the members contribute to the
development and maintenance of at least 80% of the
community’s content.

Members are generally described as being 'committed,
conscientious - almost passionate' about the brand (cf.
Gruen & Ferguson, 1994 in Muniz & O’Guinn,
2001:427; Broderick et al., 2003).

This study shows that contrary to the member type most often depicted in the brand
community literature, i.e. the passionate Core member/Insider (cf. Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001;
McAlexander et al., 2002; Broderick et al., 2003), a majority of brand community members can
actually be characterized as the Informationalist/Devotee type of member, who take a different
and more usage oriented approach to their membership. Nevertheless, because of the Core
member/Insider’s high level of involvement and their online and offline visibility, this member
type has in the past been portrayed as what I will term the archetypical brand community
member.
Compared to the Core member/Insider, the Informationalists/Devotees have been described
as members who are less interested in building social ties and whose interaction with the
community tends to be individualistic and usage oriented: ‘‘simply using members’ resources and
not returning anything of benefit to those individuals and to the group’ (Kozinets, 1999:255).
Because of their less contributing and socially active role, Informationalists/Devotees have largely
been ignored or overlooked in the brand community literature. Also, the group, as it is currently
described, fits badly with the otherwise positive connotations of the archetypical brand
community member. Nevertheless, as Informationalists/Devotees make up the majority of
members, I propose that although the archetypical brand community member is often the
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member type which attracts empirical interest, we need to know more about
Informationalists/Devotees’ role within the community so that we can arrive at a more
complete and realistic understanding of the kind of social relations brand community facilitates.
Fundamentally, this study confirms that Informationalists/Devotees can rightfully be characterized
as usage oriented. However, the study’s focus on brand community innovation has shown that
Informationalists/Devotees actually do perform several important functions within the brand
community. For example, I find that Informationalists/Devotees have the role of what I will call,
inspired by Anderson (1991 [1983]), an imagined audience. As we have seen, innovative AFOLs
in particular like to share their creations and ideas. Also, they are generally aware of the large
group of AFOLs who are referred to as the ‘lurkers’. In this connection, I find that for the more
active and engaged Core members/Insiders, Informationalists/Devotees constitute an imagined
audience who make Core members/Insiders feel recognized for the MOCs they create and the
efforts they put into creating community resources of various kinds. As we know from the user
innovation literature (cf. Füller et al., 2005; Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006), innovators greatly
appreciate and are deeply motivated by the recognition they receive from other members. I find
that the fact that innovators feel recognized by other members (imagined or 'real') has in the
case of the AFOL community had a positive impact on innovators' motives to innovate and
further develop the community to the benefit of all members.
Another important role also played by the Informationalists/Devotees relates to consumer
agency, i.e. the idea that as a community, members can make their voice heard and achieve
influence on issues that matter to them (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). By adding volume to the
brand community, Informationalists/Devotees add significance to the community’s negotiation
power, the logic being, ‘the more we are, the more ‘they’ have to listen to our ideas and needs’.
This argument was used by AFOLs, for example, during the color change crises, where a group
of AFOLs organized a protest letter which was sent to the LEGO Group and which was later
responded to by the firm's CEO, Jørgen Vig Knudstorp. Despite the fact that
Informationalists/Devotees are typically not the ones who organize protest letters or create
support websites for favored products that are about to be discontinued, by supporting the
active members, for example, by signing protest letters and expressing their recognition, they
nevertheless help the community as a whole achieve influence.
What are the consequences of this study’s findings for what is currently known of brand
community member types? First of all, the fact that brand communities comprise a majority of
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members who think of themselves as having weak ties to the community and who have a use
related approach to the community, emphasizes the need to state that for many members,
brand community membership exists largely as an imagined phenomenon, which has also been
suggested by Muniz & O’Guinn (2001). Thus, when we talk about brand communities as being
based on a structured set of social relations it is worthwhile to remember that many of these
relations are to a large extent imagined and thus not based on face-to-face experiences of the
‘other’. Second, although the notion of community implies a collective approach to things, this
study shows that, because of the member composition, roughly speaking 20% of the members
contribute to the development and maintenance of at least 80% of the community’s content.
Thus, the notion of community does not imply the efforts of the many in e.g. maintaining and
developing the community. Neither does it imply that all members are equally important when
it comes to securing the longevity and survival of the community. Rather, I find that a small but
critical mass of committed and active members keeps the community up and running through
all stages of the community’s life. Consequently, I suggest that even though brand community
consists of different types of members who have different relations to other members and the
community at large, in cases where the goal of the research is to assess for example the
potential longevity of the community, or where the innovative potential of the community is in
focus, the Core member/Insider type of member in particular should be studied.
In sum, although diversity is emphasized in the member typologies offered by Kozinets (1999),
Cova & Cova (2002), and de Valck, (2005), the brand community literature has had a tendency
to focus empirically on the Core members/Insiders while overlooking other types of members.
This study confirms the member typologies by showing that brand community is indeed
characterized by diversity in regard to how members ‘live’ and experience their brand
community membership. However, the study also expands the typologies by offering
proportions for the distribution of the member types. More specifically, the study has shown
that a majority of members have a use related approach to their membership and only a small
group of members actually contribute to creating and maintaining the content of the
community. Thus, whereas the social relations among the Core members/Insiders tend to be
many and frequent, the Informationalists/Devotees experience a different kind of belonging that
is largely imagined. In any case, the content that is created by Core members/Insiders links these
members to the community and allows for a sense of ‘we’ness’.
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On Brand Community as Comprising of Admires of the Brand
Although members have different approaches to their community membership, the study adds
support to Muniz & O’Guinn’s (2001) conceptualization of brand community members as being
admirers of the brand on which the community is centered. However, compared to the current
understandings of brand admiration, which tend to take a broad-based approach, this study
nuances and introduces new perspectives to this topic. These perspectives are summarized in
Table 9.4:
Table 9.4
Current perspectives on brand community as comprising admirers of a brand and this study's contributions to the
topic
Brand community as comprising of admirers of a brand
Current position taken in the literature

New perspectives on members as admirers of the brand
offered by this study

•

•

Brand admiration is relative, i.e. coupled with some and
not other dimensions of the brand.

•

The four dimensions of a brand (brand as product,
organization, person, and symbol, Kapferer, 1997
[1992]; Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000) can be used as
an analytical framework to illuminate facets of
members' brand admiration and brand loyalty.

•

Although changes do happen within the four
dimensions, members' overall perceptions of the
dimensions seemingly change only slowly.

Members admire the brand on which the community is
centered (cf. Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; Broderick et al.,
2003).

First and foremost, whereas the literature broadly associates brand admiration with the positive
experiences and associations members’ have of the brand, I find members’ brand admiration to
be relative, i.e. their admiration is coupled with some and not other dimensions of the brand.
For example, AFOLs’ reflections regarding who we are (AFOLs, ALEs, or AFOLBs) illustrate
how members clearly distinguish between ‘what we love’ about the brand and ‘what we

distance ourselves from’. Consequently, and as I believe Broderick et al.’s (2003) case of the
Mini Clubman and Mini Cooper owners’ reaction towards the new BMW Mini also shows, I find
that brand admiration is not universally coupled with all aspects of the brand.
How can we more systematically characterize members’ brand admiration? I suggest that
Kapferer’s (1997 [1992]) and Aaker & Joachimsthaler’s (2000) multidimensional approach to
brands can be used to more precisely identify which dimensions of the brand contribute,
subtract, or have no influence on members’ admiration of the brand. Thus, as we have seen in
the case of the AFOL community, in particular the brand as product and the brand as symbol
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represent the main sources of AFOLs’ admiration. On the other hand, because of incidents such
as the color change but also the image which was formed in the founding and early growth
stage of the LEGO Group as an ‘unresponsive and impenetrable monolith’, the dimensions of
the brand that are coupled with the brand as organization and brand as person have been more
questioned by AFOLs.
From a member point of view, admiring some facets of the brand while disregarding others
can be seen as an attempt to protect the community against imposed and external influences
that otherwise threaten to undermine members’ joy of the brand and the integration of the
community. Taking a dynamic perspective on brand admiration I furthermore find that at
different times, different dimensions of the brand are objects of admiration. For example, when
the LEGO Star Wars product line was introduced on the market, it became an instant object of
admiration among many AFOLs. Now that the product line is well known and established on
the market, the novelty factor is no longer so strongly felt among AFOLs. Some AFOLs have
instead turned their attention to other LEGO products, which have in turn become objects of
admiration. In general, however, I find that changes in the overall perceptions of the four
dimensions of the brand happen very slowly. For example, although AFOLs recognize the
efforts being made by the LEGO Group in opening up to AFOLs, and although many AFOLs
agree that they trust the LEGO Group, perceptions of the firm as an ‘unresponsive and
impenetrable monolith’ tend to sit deeply among AFOLs. Consequently, changes in the overall
dimension, brand as organization, happen only slowly. Similarly, although AFOLs have over time
devaluated some LEGO products, their strong affection for the brand as product has seemingly
remained intact.
In sum, whereas existing perspectives on members’ brand admiration offer no analytical
framework through which to investigate what exactly members’ admire about the brand, this
study shows that members base their admiration on different aspects of the brand. More
concretely, I find that Kapferer’s (1997 [1992]) and Aaker & Joachimsthaler’s (2000)
multidimensional brand approach provides a useful framework through which dimensions of
members’ brand admiration can be analyzed. Among other things, I propose that inquiring how
members form ideas of the four dimensions of the brand and also how they react to changes or
developments in the dimensions, we can achieve a more nuanced understanding of brand
admiration that allows for a more elaborate and also realistic understanding of the kind of things
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on which members base their loyalty towards the brand and their brand community
membership.
The role of the brand and the way brand meaning negotiation takes place among members in
brand community represents another key topic in the brand community literature. This topic is
consequently addressed in the following.
On The Brand and Brand Meaning Negotiation in Brand Community
Regarding the way members form opinions of the brand they are involved in, consistent with
the idea that several ‘authors fill’ the brand with meaning (Holt, 2004), the brand community
literature describes how members actively engage in brand meaning negotiation and how
much of the meaningfulness that is associated with the brand originates in members’ strong
affiliation with the brand ethos and their common experiences with the brand (cf. Kozinets,
1997; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; Broderick et al., 2003; Muniz & Jensen Schau, 2005). As Jensen
Schau & Muniz (2002:348) put it, consumers ‘weave in their own history and experiences’
when they make sense of both the brand and their community membership. This study
strongly supports these findings. However, it also adds new perspectives to the topic of brand
meaning negotiation, see Table 9.5:
Table 9.5
Current perspectives on the brand and brand meaning negotiation and this study's contributions to the topic
Brand and brand meaning negotiation
Current position taken in the literature

New perspectives on the brand and brand meaning
negotiation offered by this study

•

Members actively engage in brand meaning creation and
much of the meaningfulness that is associated with the
brand originates in members’ strong affiliation with the
brand ethos and their experiences with the brand (cf.
Kozinets, 1997; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; Broderick et al.,
2003; Muniz & Jensen Schau, 2005).

•

Studying brand communities in a long-term
perspective allows for the understanding of the kind
of emotional investments made in the brand, which,
despite disagreements and disappointments with
other members and the firm, have enabled the
brand community to survive.

•

Consumers ‘weave in their own history and experiences’
when they make sense of both the brand and their
community membership (Jensen Schau & Muniz,
2002:348).

•

Members express meanings of the brand through
their innovations.

•

Members' meanings of the brand are core and
'stable', but also dynamic and evolving.

•

The combination of the core and 'stable' and the
dynamic and evolving contributes to members'
perceived relevance of the community.

295

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

In the brand community literature, members’ brand meaning negotiation is usually linked to
ideas of what the brand stands for, how it ‘should’ be used and what socially ties members
together (cf. Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001; Broderick et al., 2003; Muniz & Jensen Schau, 2005).
Consistently, I find that the brand meaning negotiations that take place among AFOLs address
topics such as what members find defines the LEGO brand values and ‘real’ LEGO products,
what they consider to be important elements of the brand’s history and what they perceive to
be unimportant, how they think the LEGO brand ‘should’ be used and not be used etc. In
these negotiations, similar to Muniz & Schau Jensen’s findings (2005), AFOLs are characterized
by the fact that they draw heavily on past experiences, which they weave into their
contemporary understandings of the brand. In this connection, a longitudinal perspective on
the evolution of the brand community allows us to understand the kind of emotional
investments made in the brand, which, despite disagreements and disappointments with other
members and the firm that owns the brand, keep members focused on 'who we are' as a
community. Thus, although brand meaning negotiation can, as we have seen, be both difficult
and intense, and at times also involve normative pressures, rather than seeing members'
intense negotiations and the normative pressures as absolute signs of, for example, weak
integration, fragmentation, and social exclusion, I propose that they can also be seen as signs of
brand community in the making, where members negotiate meaning to find out who they are
as a community and ‘the way things are done around here’. Consequently, from a social
constructionist perspective, which links the knowledge people have of the world with their
social actions, I find that brand meaning negotiation plays a central role in not only providing
members with a sense of who they and what they think of the brand they are involved in, but
also how they are. For example, as we have seen several examples of in this study, members’
negotiations of brand meaning are closely linked with the innovative processes they engage in.
Through these processes AFOLs are actively and constantly involved in interpreting and
negotiating, but also in creatively expressing and manifesting their individual and collective
ideas of the LEGO brand. Thus besides providing an example of the many ways members
negotiate brand meaning, members' innovations can also be seen as physical manifestations,
i.e. artefacts, of members’ ideas of the brand. Later in this chapter I return to this new
perspective, which has not been illuminated before, either in this dissertation or in the brand
community literature.
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The study furthermore adds perspectives to existing knowledge of brand meaning negotiation
by showing that members' shared brand interpretation strategies (which in this case are
centered on AFOLs' ‘love of the brick’) and the existence of a number of different interests
that are cultivated and further developed by members (e.g. Trains, Space, Castle, Robotics
etc.) contribute to maintaining on the one hand, a set of basic assumptions and values
according to which members organize their worldviews and behaviors, while at the same time
these basic assumptions and values are constantly being ‘challenged’ and developed through
the new experiences and ideas emerging as the result of, among other things, members’
engagement in different interests. Thus, I find that members’ meanings of the brand are both
core and ‘stable’, but also dynamic and evolving. Studying the AFOL community in a
longitudinal perspective I find that it is exactly this combination of core and ‘stable’ brand
interpretations and the ongoing introduction of new experiences and ideas that allows the
community to adapt to changing conditions while maintaining its relevance to members. To
illustrate my point, I find that the question of whether AFOLs are AFOLs, AFOLBs, or ALEs
shows how what is core ('love of the brick') is combined with new meanings to better reflect
who AFOLs perceive themselves to be. Consequently, whereas brand meaning negotiation
describes in itself the sense-making and interpretive processes members engage in, I find that it
also describes the processes whereby members adapt the community to a changing and
evolving environment.
In sum, this study adds new perspectives to existing knowledge of members’ brand meaning
negotiation processes by showing that their negotiations consist of both core and ‘stable’ as
well as dynamic and evolving meanings. Whereas brand community scholars in general point
to members’ meanings as being dynamic, this study has provided new perspectives on this
topic by showing that the dynamics play an important role in members’ perceived relevance of
the community. Thus, brand meaning negotiation takes place as part of the social interactions
members engage in, but it also enables the community to adapt to changes in its surroundings
and to maintain its relevance through time. Moreover, the study extends current knowledge of
brand meaning negotiation by showing that these processes are not only bound to members’
more or less abstract ideas of the brand and their community membership, they are also
physically expressed through the innovations members create. Consequently, aiming to
understand the way brand community members constructs meaning of the brand and their
membership of the brand community, this study suggests not only studying members’ social
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interactions and exchanging of viewpoints, but also to observe members’ innovations and how
members talk about these innovations.
The Contributions and Implications of This Study to the Field Of User Innovation
Similar to the findings reported in the user innovation literature, I find that consumers do
innovate, and more specifically, that they do engage in the development of improvements and
first-of-type innovations. Moreover, and using the ‘research laboratory’ as metaphor, I find that
membership in a brand community provides access to important organizations and resources
that support and assist them as innovators. Because members transfer their educational and
professional know-how to the consumption activities and innovation processes they are
involved in, the knowledge sharing and the support they offer one another is generally relevant
and of high quality.
Taking a social constructionist perspective to brand community members as innovators,
new perspectives emerged. For example, seeing innovations as artefacts and 'social creations'
that come into existence because of the individual members' intrinsic motives to innovate but

equally because of the cultural and social aspects of brand community membership, represents
a new approach to the study and understanding of why users innovate. In Table 9.6 I have
further summed up the study’s findings that I suggest have relevance to the field of user
innovation:
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Table 9.6
Current perspectives on user innovation and this study's contributions to the field
Users as innovators
Current positions taken in the literature

New perspectives on the innovator and the role of the
brand community offered by this study

•

Fundamentally, users innovate because they have a need
for functional or technological solutions that improve or
introduce new product functionalities and performances
that are not offered on the marketplace or anywhere else
(cf. von Hippel, 1998; Lüthje, 2004).

•

•

Users also innovate because they are intrinsically
motivated i.e. they are excitement driven, wants to have
fun, and to be recognized for the new ideas and solutions
they come up with (cf. Jeppesen, 2004; Füller et al., 2005;
Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006).

Analysing innovations as linked to brand community
membership, and rooted in a social constructionist
perspective that implies seeing members’ innovations
as artefacts and ‘social creations’, this study suggests
taking a broader approach to the understanding of
users (in this case brand community members) as
innovators.

•

In particular, the study identifies a number of factors
that can be grouped into four overall and interacting
areas as key to describing the phenomenon of brand
community innovation: The brand community, the
mood, the individual, and the external environment
factors.

•

Because of the dynamics and the interaction of these
factors, at different stages of the community’s
development, the level of innovations varies.

•

Regarding the intrinsic motivation perspective, this
study extends current knowledge by showing that
innovations can also be seen as extensions of the self
that allow the innovator to be recognized for who
he is. Innovations, thus, are instrumental to feelings of
self-esteem and self-worth.

•

Users engage in free revealing of ideas and information
when the benefits of doing so outweigh the cost that is
associated with revealing (von Hippel, 1998, 2001).

•

Innovators also freely reveal because of historical and
cultural traditions. As this study has shown, free
revealing is reflected in the basic assumptions and
values that characterize the community. Moreover,
members may reveal for the simple reason that they
have no one but themselves to further develop the
consumption activity they are involved in. To further
advance their interests they need, in other words, to
reveal information and knowledge.

•

Additional perspectives not addressed in the literature.

•

Despite being private innovators who have no access
to R&D departments, production facilities etc.; brand
community innovators are disciplined and follow
principles of purposeful and systematic innovation
processes.

The perspectives offered in the table have already been discussed in this and the previous
chapters. Below I will further address some of the topics that I believe could benefit from
further discussion.
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On the Conceptualization of Brand Community Innovation
I consider the main contribution of this study to the field of user innovation to be the
description and conceptualization of what I termed the key factors of brand community
innovation. As I have to a large degree drawn on the brand community literature to locate and
identify these factors, I propose that the study’s findings mainly have relevance to the part of the
user innovation literature whose unit of analysis is consumers who belong to communities
which are, similar to brand communities, centered on brands, such as the Propellerhead, Nike
basketball shoe, and Apache user communities. Put differently, I have based the
conceptualization of brand community innovation on the premise that members share more
than simply the use of generic products or services, such as windsurfers, handicap bicycles, or
basketball shoes. They also share a sense of ‘we-ness’, a set of moral beliefs, and rituals and
traditions that again are based on members' ideas and experiences of what are considered
central, enduring, and distinctive to their perception of who they are as, for example,
Propellerhead, Nike, or Apache users.
What are the implications of the conceptualization of brand community innovation for the
field of user innovation? First and foremost, it offers a culturally and socially based frame
through which to study and understand innovations created by consumers who belong to
communities. It suggests thinking of innovations as 'social creations' who are motivated by not
only individual and need related factors, as suggested by the perspective taken in the user
innovation literature, but also by factors that can be organized under what I have termed the
brand community, the mood, and the external environment factors. I find that this culturally
and socially based frame allows us to see innovations in a new light, i.e. as cultural capital, as
capacities to extend the self, as ‘means’ to close the gap that may exists between the official
culture's perceptions of the brand and members’ own ideas of the brand. Taking this broader
based approach to innovations introduces the new idea that although innovations contribute
to solve concrete product related performance issues, they also solve issues related to
Maslow’s (1970) higher level needs for self-esteem and self-worth. Approaching innovations
from this new perspective explains among other things the strong feelings and the pride
members, as individuals and as a community, associate with their innovations. Also, as will be
further addressed in the end of the conclusion, it explains why some scholars suggest that a
firm’s integration of externals’ innovations is problematic and that firms must therefore expect
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‘frictional costs’ as they seek to integrate members’ innovations (Prahalad & Ramaswamy,
2004).
Studying user innovation from the perspective taken in the conceptualization of brand
community innovation also has consequences for the way empirical studies are undertaken.
Thus, I suggest that investigating the phenomenon of user innovation through the interacting
factors (the brand community, the mood, the individual, and the external environment factors)
calls for a fundamental shift from user innovation studies being based mainly on quantitative
research methods to involving more research methods that allow for the qualitative
exploration of user innovation as a culture-bound, dynamic, and context dependent
phenomenon. Generally, survey data are described as being well suited for investigating
questions of the type that focus on describing the incident or prevalence of a phenomenon,
e.g. questions of who, what, where, and how many. On the other hand, survey data are
generally considered ill-suited in cases where how and why exploratory questions are in focus
(Yin, 1994). Rather than making it a choice of either qualitative or quantitative data, I suggest
that the social constructionist perspective taken in this study highlights the need to generally
open up for the involvement of more and different research methods that allow for a broader
based investigation of the topic in question. For example, throughout the analytical process I
found that the integration of observations, interviews, and netnography allowed for further
elaborating the findings that emerged in the survey and vice versa. Consequently, I find that
the combination of research methods but also the iterative process that is involved in going
back and forth between the different types of data allows for a holistic understanding of the
phenomenon of brand community innovation, thus potentially strengthening the ‘explanation
power’ of the study which is being undertaken.
On the Development Stages of the Brand Community and Innovation
Another finding that emerges in this study and which has not been illuminated in the user
innovation literature before concerns the variance in the level of innovations depending on the
community’s development stage. This finding is closely related with another finding described
earlier, namely, that the degree of members' specialization varies according to the community’s
development stage. More studies are clearly needed to further illuminate the relationship
between the level of innovations and the community’s development stage. Nevertheless, this
study strongly indicates that empirical studies of user innovation that aim to assess the level of
innovations being performed by members can benefit from first establishing the community’s
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development stage. Knowing the development stage indicates to the researcher whether he is
studying the community during an active and blooming developing stage, where the level of
innovations can be expected to be relatively higher than if the community finds itself in a less
active and perhaps even declining development stage. In other words, knowing the
development stage allows the researcher to realistically evaluate his or her findings and also to
compare the level of innovations at different stages of the community’s life. Similarly, the
finding also has relevance to firms and others who are interested in integrating consumers’
innovations as questions such as when to establish and when to scale down on relations with
innovators may depend on the community’s development stage. Although the discussion of
how firms can interact with innovators is in principle beyond the primary scope of this
dissertation, as this study has yielded a number of aspects which I consider pertinent to this
topic, in the conclusion I will further discuss the possible challenges and barriers that are
involved in doing so. However, the main point here is that the brand community goes through
stages of development, and at some stages, the level of innovations are higher than at other
stages.
On the Finding that Innovators are Disciplined and Follow Principles of Purposeful and
Systematic Innovation Processes
Another central contribution of this study to the user innovation literature regards the finding
that innovators are disciplined and follow principles of purposeful and systematic innovation
processes. In the user innovation literature, innovators are generally described as being
intrinsically motivated, i.e. innovators innovate because they take joy in the process in itself (cf.
von Hippel, 2001; Moon & Sproull, 2001; Franke & Shah, 2003; Jeppesen, 2004). Based on
these findings, and the fact that AFOLs think of themselves as being voluntarily engaged in a
hobby, I expected AFOLs' innovation processes to be somewhat unplanned and emergent
both in structure and practice. However, as described in Chapter 8, analyzing AFOLs'
innovation processes I find that innovative AFOLs are disciplined and follow principles of
purposeful and systematic innovation processes.
What are the implications of this finding to the field of user innovation? First and foremost
it underscores the relevance of seeing communities such as the AFOL community as ‘research
laboratories' through which members develop their innovations but also their skills and
knowledge. Moreover, the finding clearly supports Prahalad & Ramaswamy’s (2004) point that

because users have gained wide and global access to information, because they have become
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increasingly more active, knowledgeable, connected, and technology-savvy, one of the future
keys to firms’ value creation and competitive strength lies in substituting the traditional system
of firm-centric value creation with a new frame of reference where firms include users in their
R&D processes. What methods exist that allows the firm to pick up members’ innovations,
and what barriers exist between the firm and the brand community are addressed in the end
of the conclusion.
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10. CONCLUSION
As mentioned in the introduction I became interested in the AFOL community first of all
because this particular group of consumers, who were not catered to by the firm and who had
never been part of the firm’s marketing plans, had, on their own, created a global community
that gave access to all sorts of resources and organizations of relevance and interest to the
LEGO consumption experience. Second, as a LEGO employee, I was surprised by AFOLs’
ingenuity and the many and varied competencies these consumers, who were not employed or
in any way affiliated with the firm, possessed. Based on my preliminary observations of AFOLs it
occurred to me that membership in the AFOL community somehow had an effect on AFOLs
as innovators. However, whether there existed such a relationship, and what potentially
characterized this relationship, I could not tell.
Searching for a theoretical frame through which to investigate the AFOL community, I found
that the brand community literature offered several cases of communities formed around
branded goods. Whereas these studies had focused on investigating members’ perceptions and
experiences of the brand on which the community was centered, how members negotiated
brand meaning, and similar areas related to members’ social interactions and their shared
interest in a brand, I soon realized that the topic of consumers as innovators was overlooked in
the literature. Instead, I found that this topic was addressed in the literature focusing on private
users as innovators. This stream of literature had mainly focused on investigating topics such as:
Are consumers innovating?; what motivates them to innovate?; what characterizes innovators in
regard to use experience and involvement in the community?; and, are innovators helping one
another? In general, however, user innovation literature had little to say on matters which
regarded the innovators‘ social interactions and how they formed ideas of the brand or activity
in which they were involved etc., topics that were otherwise addressed in the brand community
literature. Overall, I found that each in their own way, the brand community and the user
innovation literature enabled me to illuminate sides of the phenomenon I call brand community
innovation. Consequently, based in the brand community literature, which I considered the main
theoretical framework, and user innovation literature, which I considered the supporting
contextual theme, I conducted an intrinsic case study of the AFOL community.
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The study was, as mentioned in Chapter 1, guided by the underlying assumption that
membership in the AFOL community motivated AFOLs to innovate. The assumption was
operationalized via the following research questions:
•

How was the AFOL community formed and how has it developed over time?

•

To what extent do AFOLs innovate and what characterizes them as innovators?

•

How does AFOLs’ membership in the AFOL community influence them as innovators?

•

What key factors can be identified that conceptualize brand community innovation?

In the following, I address the research questions in the above order. The fourth research
question and the underlying assumptions are discussed together.
Answering the Research Questions
How was the AFOL Community Formed and how has it Developed over Time?
Although brand communities are generally described as cultural and social phenomena, which
are typically seen as dynamic and changing, to date no one has described brand communities
from a development perspective. As shown, I find that the AFOL community evolved through
three stages: 1) The founding and early growth stage, which took place from the early 90s-late
90s, 2) The early growth and midlife stage, which took place from the late 90s-mid 2000s, and
3) The current midlife stage.

The Founding and Early Growth Stage
Fundamentally, the AFOL community was formed on the basis of a wish to connect with likeminded others who also, despite being adults, liked LEGO. However, finding other adults who
liked LEGO was like finding a needle in a haystack before the Internet. With the Internet came
new ways to connect, also in a global context. With the establishment of the online textual
based Usenet discussion newsgroups: alt.toys.lego (ATL) and rec.toys.lego (RTL), hackers, who
were among the first and only people who could effectively make use of the Internet, founded
the AFOL community. They laid the foundation for the structures but also the basic
assumptions and values that came to characterize the AFOL community. Among other things,
hackers were and continue to be known for their anti-authoritarian beliefs and their disciplined
approach to code writing and work processes. These characteristics also carried over to the
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AFOL community and became embedded in the AFOL culture as basic assumptions about
‘who we are’ and ‘the way we do things around here’. In the first stage, the community was
small and ‘quite nerdy’, and community markers such as rituals and traditions had not yet
evolved. On ALT and RTL, which had no legal owners, AFOLs would talk about their MOCs
and they would exchange information about where LEGO sales were going on. Mostly,
however, AFOLs engaged in selling and trading the otherwise hard to come by LEGO products.
After a while some AFOLs got tired of what they considered to be too much focus on selling
and trading and too little focus on interests associated with ‘the brick’. To address this problem,
the privately owned and managed site Lugnet was formed. With its broader approach to
interests which were associated with the LEGO hobby, Lugnet became the linchpin that
evolved the community to the next development stage, the early growth and midlife stage.

The Early Growth and Midlife Stage
During this development stage, it became increasingly easier for non computer specialists to use
the Internet and via Lugnet AFOLs from all over the world entered the community. The AFOL
community continued, however, to be mainly a North American phenomenon. Over a short
period of time, the many more hands and minds now part of the community developed a
wealth of new opportunities for adults to further explore and experience the LEGO hobby. In
many cases, AFOLs transferred their educational and professional know-how to the new
organizations and resources they developed. Consequently, although the AFOL community
consisted of hobbyists, the organizations and resources they developed to support and further
develop their hobby were anything but unsophisticated and basic. Compared to the founding
and early growth stage, during the early growth and midlife stage, the consciousness of kind
AFOLs developed, the morals, and the traditions and rituals they formed evolved considerably,
and for many AFOLs the community became a refuge from the official culture's devaluations
and misunderstandings. It was also during this period of time that the LEGO Group, which was
otherwise thought of by AFOLs as an ‘unresponsive and impenetrable monolith’, began to
approach the AFOL community. Among other things, the new contact meant that AFOLs were
now able to interact directly with the LEGO Group for example at Q&A sessions during
community events and online at sites such as Lugnet. Some AFOLs also engaged in projects
with the firm that gave AFOLs the opportunity to display their creations to broader audiences
‘outside’ the AFOL community. In general, the early growth and midlife stage was characterized
by a ‘go-ahead’ mentality to things and compared to the previous stage this development stage
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brought with it a mainstreaming of member types who entered the AFOL community and also
a broader expansion of organizations and resources.
Towards the end of this stage, rather than introducing new organizations, some AFOLs
attempted to consolidate already existing organizations into larger umbrella organizations. The
purpose of bridging organizations from different geographical regions and from different sides of
the LEGO hobby was to increase knowledge sharing among AFOLs and to strengthen the
dialog with the LEGO Group. Around the same time, the Lugnet owners decided to step back
from their ownership and management and ‘open up Lugnet and entrust it to the community’,
as they put it. As has been described, for various reasons these attempts failed. Combined with
the LEGO Group’s decision to change some of the colors of the LEGO elements, which caused
uproar among many AFOLs, the AFOL community now entered the midlife stage which,
compared to earlier stages, was characterized by more disputes and more disagreements
among AFOLs.

The Midlife Stage
During this stage, new AFOLs still entered the community, the number of AFOLs who
participated in community events still grew, and many AFOLs continued to think of Lugnet as
their ‘home’ on the Internet, although they increasingly turned their attention to the local
organizations. However, the number of new organizations and resources had begun to slow
down considerably. Moreover, the closer interaction with the LEGO Group, the many disputes
that followed the color change, and the Lugnet transition had some AFOLs questioning their
identity as AFOLs and also what exactly they had gotten out of including the LEGO Group in
‘their’ community. All in all, the sense of urgency that had characterized the community during
the early years, and which was oriented towards, for example, expansion of the community, was
no longer so strongly felt among members. It remains yet to be seen how the midlife stage will
continue to unfold, that is, whether it will bring cultural diffusion, increasing fragmentation and
loss of integration, as often happens in organizations entering the midlife stage, or whether the
continuous stream of new members, the many organizations and resources still available, and
new LEGO Group initiatives such as the LEGO Factory will bring renewal and new growth
opportunities to the community.
In sum, the development perspective taken in this dissertation has provided new empirical
evidence of the many ways consumers, independently of the firm that legally owns the brand,
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create organizations and resources that individually and as a whole support them in their wish
to further develop and enjoy the consumption activity and the brand in which they are involved.
The study has also shown how consumers who are otherwise not considered a core market by
the firm that owns the brand on which the community is centered, and who may even be
rejected by the firm, via their membership in the brand community cultivate rich and elaborate
meanings of the brand which add, as this study has shown, important dimensions to their brand
community membership, their personal identities, and the innovation processes in which they
are involved. Moreover, the development perspective shows that perceptions of the brand and
meanings of being AFOL have been 'filled' over a long period of time by many and different
experiences such as childhood memories of LEGO play as a 'first love', hacker culture, and
current associations of the LEGO hobby as deep and complex. These findings show, I believe,
how brand communities such as the AFOL community exist as lasting and also complex and
evolving social phenomena that derive meaning from contemporary consumption experiences,

as well as past experiences and memories.
Relating the findings that emerged from the development perspective to the broader
context of community, and turning to the perspectives on why people form communities
offered at the outset of Chapter 3, overall, this study shows that the AFOL community can also
be understood from an exchange perspective, where members give and receive in a manner
that can be characterized by mutuality. Through the exchange of knowledge, support and advice,
but also meanings of the brand, AFOLs benefit from their community membership among other
things because they come to know more about the brand and the consumption activity they
are involved in than if they were practicing the consumption activity on their own. This
perspective underscores the AFOL community’s function as a potentially important learning
ground that enables AFOLs to achieve goals of different kinds. Altogether, whereas membership
in brand communities is generally not perceived to be a matter of life or death, nor about
biological welfare and evolution of genes, through all stages of the community’s life, membership

does perform many important functions for its members, as the above examples have shown.
To what Extent do AFOLs Innovate and what Characterizes AFOLs as Innovators?
Whereas other studies have investigated consumers as innovators, this study represents a first
attempt to empirically investigate and analyze brand community members as innovators. Thus,
compared to a number of user innovation studies using the consumer as unit of analysis,
drawing on the brand community literature, in particular the literature which emphasizes a social
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constructionist perspective, this study has taken a broader-based approach to consumers as
innovators by also including the brand community as a whole as the unit of analysis. This
perspective has among other things generated the new finding that besides innovations’ capacity
to satisfy innovators’ needs for improvements of products and services; innovations should also
be seen as what I call ‘social creations’ that reflect the innovators’ self, give access to cultural
capital, and socially ‘glue’ the community together. In the following I address the question of to
what extent AFOLs are innovating and what characterizes AFOLs as innovators. I then turn to
the third research question, where I further address the other perspectives mentioned above.
To what extent do AFOLs innovate? The study shows that 25.5% of the AFOLs who
participated in the survey have created either improvement or first-of-type innovations. In
comparison, user innovation studies have shown that between 10-40% of users who belong to
brand communities like groups engage in the development and modification of products.
Consequently, besides confirming that AFOLs do innovate, I also find that the size of the AFOL
innovator population corresponds well with what previous user innovation studies have found.
In a broader perspective, the finding adds support to the emerging strategic stream concerning
the notion of co-creating value with consumers (see Chapter 3) and identifying the consumer as
a source of competencies that potentially contribute to the firm’s value creation. This
perspective is further discussed in the next section.
The study provided more findings of relevance to the understanding of brand community
members as innovators. Investigating whether AFOL innovations improved the perceived LEGO
play value, whether they improved the LEGO System's performance and functionality, or
whether they introduced new to the world dimensions to LEGO play and the LEGO System, I
found that a majority of AFOL innovations can be classified as minor improvement innovations,
followed by first-of-type innovations, and major improvement innovations. This distribution tells
us that AFOLs mainly produce innovations that are based on, or closely related to the LEGO
System. Only rarely do AFOLs come up with radically new innovations that completely
reinterpret LEGO play and the LEGO System. I have observed a similar distribution in a user
innovation study of innovators who were using outdoor sports related consumer goods (Lüthje,
2004). However, although both studies find that private users engage relatively more in the
improvement of products than in the development of first-of-type innovations, more research is
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needed to establish whether this generally characterizes both consumers and brand community
members in general.
In the case of AFOLs, however, I suggest that their ‘love of the brick’, the fact that they know
the LEGO System so well, and the fact that they have purity as a principle reinforces loyalty
towards LEGO play and the LEGO System such as it is known. Consequently, rather than
striving to find radically new solutions, AFOLs mainly engage in stretching their existing
perceptions and ideas of LEGO play and the LEGO System, hence the existence of relatively
more improvement than first-of-type innovations. As we have seen, some innovations represent
a short stretch whereas others represent a longer stretch. Common to AFOLs’ improvement
innovations is, however, that they can be recognized as ‘LEGO’. What this means for firms who
want to integrate members’ innovations will be discussed later in this chapter.
Concerning the type of innovations AFOLs perform, most can be characterized as: 1)
Physical or aesthetic add-ons and/or extras followed by, 2) Playthemes, 3) Computer/Internet
related add-ons, extras, programs or websites; and 4) Building techniques. I find that each in
their own way the innovations require insight and knowledge of the specific category to which
the innovation belongs. For example, a building technique innovation requires knowledge of
building techniques in general, but also of geometry. A playtheme innovation requires
knowledge of the theme in itself, but in many cases also of the storytelling traditions and the
culture with which the theme is associated etc. Thus, each of the types of innovations is
characterized by its own standards. Consequently, attempts to compare, for example, the
relative complexity of e.g. a building technique innovation with a playtheme innovation are
fruitless. Instead I will argue that each of the types of innovations is complex on its own merits.
Regarding the relevance of AFOL innovations to a larger market, the study identifies some
AFOL innovations as having been conceived well before the LEGO Group launched similar
products or services on the market. This finding, together with other characteristics of
innovators, such as the fact that they to a significant degree, see themselves as being among the
first to know of new things of interest to the LEGO hobby and perceive themselves to be
ahead of other AFOLs when it comes to recognizing new LEGO related ideas and solutions,
suggests that innovative AFOLs possess lead user characteristics. This tells us, first of all, that
innovative AFOLs ‘see’ and conceive ideas that later become interesting and relevant for a
larger population of consumers. Consequently, and what is also the point being made in the
user innovation literature, it indicates that it can be valuable for firms to integrate lead users'
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innovations in the firm’s portfolio of products and services, as these innovations may likely hold
the key to future market expansions. In any event, the strong indications that innovative AFOLs
possess lead user characteristics in combination with the study's other findings, which show that
AFOLs are disciplined and follow principles characterizing purposeful and systematic innovation
processes, clearly mark AFOLs as competent and serious innovators who strive to make
innovations that work and to satisfy current needs and solve current problems. These
characteristics further underscore the pragmatic stance AFOLs generally take to innovation
processes.
In this connection, and also not described before, this study shows that much can also be
learned from observing what members don’t innovate and the kind of branded products and
services which are deliberately avoided, or rejected by AFOLs. For example, I found that AFOLs
ridiculed product lines such as LEGO Galidor and LEGO ZNAP, and that AFOLs had not
performed any innovations that could be linked to these product lines. Regarding the product
lines market performance, they never established themselves on the market and they were
withdrawn shortly after they were launched. Drawing on these two cases, I suggest that AFOLs'
avoidance and rejection behavior can be thought of as a kind of ‘early warning’, the hypothesis
being that products that are rejected by AFOLs will also later be rejected by the larger market,
such as was the case of LEGO Galidor and LEGO ZNAP.
In regard to demographic characteristics such as age, education, country of origin, and family
status, innovators resemble non-innovators. Thus, compared to non-innovators, innovators do
not come across as younger or older, more or less educated etc. Moreover, and similar to
other user innovation studies, I also find that AFOLs innovate because of intrinsic motives and
because they experience a need for a particular thing. What this study shows, and which has
not been shown before, is that innovators' mastery of the brand and consumption activity they
are involved in, their deeper knowledge of the LEGO System, their stronger social drive to
interact and share ideas with like-minded others in combination with their broader 'use' and
contribution to the social context of the brand community clearly distinguishes them from noninnovators. The relationship between brand community membership and AFOLs as innovators
is further discussed in the following, where I address the third research question
How is AFOLs Membership in the AFOL Community Influencing them as Innovators?
This study represents a first attempt to describe brand community members as innovators and
the way their membership in the community influences them as innovators. I find that
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membership in the AFOL community influences AFOLs as innovators on several dimensions.
First of all, I find that AFOLs’ basic assumptions and values, which in the brand community
literature are also linked to the consciousness of kind, the morals, and the traditions and rituals
that are shared among members, influence AFOLs as innovators by identifying, for example,
what is considered a 'great creation' and what is not, what is considered pure and what is not,
what is considered a ‘right’ way of giving support and advice and what is not etc. Thus, basic
assumptions and values such as these allow AFOLs to understand one another and to interact
as a community based on shared understandings and interpretations of the brand and the
consumption activity in which they are involved. The community may, as we have seen
examples of, not always agree on things. However, I find that as AFOLs share many basic
assumptions and values of what makes them AFOLs, they have in the past been able to prevent
fragmentation and instead find solutions to problems by addressing and focusing on what is
central, enduring, and distinctive about the LEGO hobby and about being an AFOL, which is in
essence, as we have seen, a strong and deep-felt ‘love of the brick’. In any case, through
membership in the AFOL community AFOLs have come to share many basic assumptions and
values, which together guide AFOLs as innovators, conceptually and practically.
Using the metaphor of a ‘research laboratory’, another perspective can be offered on how
membership in the AFOL community influences AFOLs as innovators. Thus, I suggest that
through their membership in the AFOL community AFOLs gain access to what compares to a
‘research laboratory’, where innovators can get together with ‘suppliers’ of knowledge, support
and advice of importance to the LEGO hobby in general and more specifically to the
improvement and first-of-type innovations AFOLs create. As we have seen, one of the
fundamental characteristics of AFOLs is that because of their extensive experience and their
relatively higher age, their approach to the LEGO hobby is more specialized and also more
complex compared to the LEGO Group’s core market, which consists of children and ‘regular’
consumers such as parents and gift givers. However, because of the LEGO Group’s main focus
on serving children and ‘regular’ consumers, and not AFOLs, in the early days of the community,
AFOLs have taken it upon themselves to develop their interests in the LEGO hobby, which has
required among other things that AFOLs exchange knowledge, support and advice, hence the
‘research laboratory’ metaphor. Returning to the question of how membership influences
AFOLs as innovators, despite the fact that many AFOLs think of the LEGO hobby as being
solitary, in general, AFOLs rely heavily on the AFOL community as no other ‘place’ can help
them develop their interests in the LEGO hobby. Therefore, I find that the AFOL community’s
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role as a ‘research laboratory’ positively influences AFOLs as innovators insofar as it allows
AFOLs to exchange knowledge, support and advice of importance to their innovation processes.
This study further suggests that innovators whose ideas are of value to the ‘research laboratory’,
i.e. which generally inspire and advance the LEGO hobby, are rewarded in the ‘currency’ of peer
recognition, which in turn is linked with increased self-esteem and self-worth.
Finally, the third finding that I want to highlight here is the relationship between innovations and
cultural capital. I find that AFOLs’ creations, also known as My Own Creations (MOCs), can be
seen as extensions of the self, thus symbolizing the innovator who has conceived the innovation.
Thus, through the process of giving and receiving feedback on MOCs, members respond to the
physical MOC but also they respond to the creator’s extended self. Returning to the question
of how membership in the AFOL community influences AFOLs as innovators, as the
community identifies and widely recognizes the MOC as a ‘medium’ for the accumulation of
cultural capital, I find that AFOLs are motivated to come up with improvement and/or first-oftype innovations as these types of innovations are more likely to be recognized as ‘great
creations’ compared to MOCs which have been seen many times before and which are
therefore thought of as conventional and predictable. In any event, the relationship between
brand community membership, the way innovators extend themselves via their MOCs, and
MOCs as sources of cultural capital illustrate how membership in the brand community
influences AFOLs to innovate.
The findings discussed above offer several examples of the way membership in the AFOL
community influences AFOLs as innovators. Through the study of the community stages I found
that a broader-based approach, which conceptualizes brand community innovation as a
phenomenon can be achieved. Concretely, I observed that the number of innovations grew in
particular during the early growth and midlife stage. Examining this particular development stage,
I found that a number of interacting factors were present that could explain the relatively higher
level of innovative activity. On the basis of these findings, I identified a set of key factors that
conceptualize brand community innovation as a phenomenon.
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What Key Factors can be Identified that Conceptualize Brand Community Innovation?
I grouped the factors I identified into four main areas, which I labeled: Brand community, mood,
individual, and external environment factors. In Figure 10:1 I reintroduce the way I summed up
and illustrated the factors and their interrelatedness in Chapter 8:
Figure 10.1
Key factors of brand community innovation

BRAND COMMUNITY
FACTORS

INDIVIDUAL
FACTORS

Moral

Brand
community
innovation

Rituals
and
traditions

MOOD
FACTORS

Consciousness of
kind

EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT FACTORS
SOCIETY/OFFICIAL CULTURE

From a brand community innovation perspective, the brand community factors stake out a
meaning based foundation from which AFOL innovations spring. It is through these factors that
AFOLs get their ideas of what characterizes a ‘great creation’, why purity matters etc. The
mood factors relate more specifically to the atmosphere that characterizes AFOLs’ innovative
processes. It relates to, for example, the way AFOLs say and do things, how they treat one
another, and the kind of expectations they bring into the innovative processes. The individual
factors relate to the individual AFOL and the particular skills, motives, and other personal
characteristics that characterize him or her as an innovator. Finally, the external environment
factors describe the society/official culture factors that interact with and influence the
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community. Altogether, I suggest that the key factors conceptualize brand community
innovation.
With regard to the factors being interrelated, I find brand community innovation to be
context dependent, culture bound, and sensitive to external influences, meaning that both the
level of innovations but also the types of innovations members perform change over the course
of the community's life. Similar to an ecosystem, changing one factor influences other factors,
which may in turn influence the level and type of innovations performed. Like an ecosystem, I
find that the AFOL community is sensitive to the introduction of external factors that potentially
introduce imbalances and compete with existing assumptions and practices, as was seen in the
case of the LEGO Group’s introduction of NDAs. In some cases, the external environment
factors are excluded, as the case of LEGO Galidor showed. In other cases where AFOLs have
little, or no influence over the external environment factors, such as the way LEGO elements
were distributed in LEGO Factory, AFOLs will work their way around the ‘problem’ and come
up with a solution which reduces or neutralizes the impact of the external factor. At other times
external influences opens up for new possibilities, as seen in the case of the LEGO Group’s
looser management of the LEGO System, which is by some AFOLs interpreted as a growing
acceptance of modifying LEGO elements. In any event, the point of using an ecosystem
metaphor is that brand community innovation should be understood from a holistic, dynamic,
and also sensitive perspective.
In sum, the study has broadly confirmed the underlying assumption that motivated this study that membership in the AFOL community motivates AFOLs to innovate. Overall, the
conceptualization of the brand community, mood, individual, and external environment factors
represents an attempt to identify the key factors that conceptualize brand community
innovation as a phenomenon. In particular, I suggest that it is the dynamic interplay between the
factors that positively influences AFOLs to become innovators. For example, because of their
strong need for creative self-expression, AFOLs can on the one hand, be said to be intrinsically
motivated to innovate. On the other hand, because ‘great creations’ accumulate cultural capital
in the form of social recognition, which again confers status on the creator, AFOLs can also be
said to be extrinsically motivated to innovate, although the reward is intangible. Through their
social interaction with other AFOLs, AFOLS are, in other words, motivated to 'push the
envelope' and to seek improvements and new solutions. Thus, membership in the community
serves as a benchmark for 'how well' one performs as an innovator. As one AFOL explained,
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how can you know how good you are if you have no one to compare to? In any event, the
point here is not so much whether innovators are intrinsically or extrinsically motivated to
innovate, but rather that different factors work together to motivate members to innovate.
In sum, by investigating brand community innovation from the individual perspective most
often taken in the user innovation literature in combination with the social constructionist
perspective addressed in the brand community literature, this study shows how innovations are
indeed responses to peoples’ needs and wants, but equally they are 'social creations' that come
into existence because of the interaction people have with one another. Seen in the light of the
many new technological possibilities, which open up for radically new and effective ways for
consumers to communicate, interact, and work together, I suggest that this approach to
innovation holds many exciting perspectives on the way we understand innovation today.
As a final remark, it should be mentioned that occasionally it has been suggested to me that the
LEGO System lends itself to creative expression and that AFOLs can therefore be expected to
innovate. To that I will respond that the fact that the LEGO System consists of a limited number
of elements combined with the finding that AFOLs takes a purity based approach to their
hobby, which prevents them from using or integrating other materials besides LEGO elements,
actually narrows the solution space available for AFOLs compared to innovators in other
categories, who are more free and less restricted in their innovation processes. Thus, compared
to, for example, sports equipment innovators, who use whatever material comes to mind and
who are not restricted by ideas of what is a pure material and what is not, and what
characterizes a 'great creation' and what does not, AFOLs are faced with more restrictions. On
the other hand, because of the AFOL community's historical link to hacker culture and also
AFOLs' educational and professional backgrounds, it characterizes AFOLs that they thrive on
working their way around and finding solutions to problems; not 'out there, where anything
goes' but 'in there', where their imagination and creativity reside, and 'in there' in the AFOL
community where they are free to share and discuss ideas with like-minded others. Thus,
although some may think of the LEGO System as lending itself to creative expression, AFOLs
innovations do not materialize automatically or out of the blue, nor are they performed by
'anyone'. On the contrary, this study shows that innovators have competencies and
characteristics that set them apart from ‘regular’ consumers and non-innovators as well, and that
these characteristics contribute to the explanation of why some AFOLs become innovators and
others do not.
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As the discussions of the research questions have shown, I have been interested in the
particularities of the AFOL community. As such I deliberately avoided the question of how firms
can integrate brand community members’ innovations in their value creation processes. Having
completed the study I felt, however, that I had come to learn things about this topic that could
be of broader and more practical interest to firms. Consequently, with the aim of addressing
these topics, which I consider outside the dissertation’s main interest areas, and before I turn to
the last section which discusses directions for further research, in the following I address the
possibilities and the challenges that confront firms that plan to engage in the process of
integrating brand community members’ innovations in their value creating processes.
Integrating Brand Community Members‘ Innovations
As the cases of brand community and user innovation have shown, because of the Internet and
technological developments related to the use of the World Wide Web, consumers are no
longer limited by geographical boundaries and local understandings of how to use a given brand,
what to expect from consuming the brand, and where to find new inspiration and solutions to
problems encountered in the usage or performance of the brand. These new conditions have
initiated a shift in the notion of the consumer ‘from isolated to connected, from unaware to
informed, from passive to active’ (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004:2). The connected, informed,
and active consumer was recently celebrated in TIME’s announcement of ‘Person of the Year’,
2006. Usually, TIME appoints and celebrates one or a handful of individuals who have done
something extraordinary in the year that went by. In 2006, however, TIME’s Person of the Year
was You, see Box10.1.
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Box 10.1
TIME’s Person of the Year – You.

‘America loves its solitary geniuses - its Einsteins,
its Edisons, its Jobses - but those lonely dreamers
may have to learn to play with others. Car
companies are running open design contests.
Reuters is carrying blog postings alongside its
regular news feed. Microsoft is working overtime
to fend off user-created Linux. We're looking at
an explosion of productivity and innovation, and
it's just getting started, as millions of minds that
would otherwise have drowned in obscurity get
backhauled into the global intellectual economy.
Who are these people? Seriously, who actually
sits down after a long day at work and says, I'm
not going to watch Lost tonight. I'm going to
turn on my computer and make a movie starring
my pet iguana? I'm going to mash up 50 Cent's
vocals with Queen's instrumentals? I'm going to
blog about my state of mind or the state of the
nation or the steak-frites at the new bistro down
the street? Who has that time and that energy
and that passion?
The answer is, you do. And for seizing the reins
of the global media, for founding and framing the
new digital democracy, for working for nothing
and beating the pros at their own game, TIME’s
Person of the Year for 2006 is you’ (TIME,
December 13, 2006).

As suggested in TIME’s motivation, the conceptualization of the connected, informed, and active
consumer type goes further than suggesting that consumers engage in meaning production of
the brands they consume and that consumption activities play a key role in consumers’ identity
construction, as was suggested under the interpretive turn. What is instead suggested is seeing
consumers as ‘a powerful source of new competencies’ (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004:141)
that via their productivity and innovations create value for one another and potentially also the
firms that engage in co-creating products and services with consumers. Under this new
perspective, firms need consumers not only because they consume their products, but also
because they can help them come up with product and service improvements and first-of-type
innovations that can achieve differentiation and competitive strength in the marketplace.
As this study has shown, consumers’ specialized interests, skills, and knowledge can potentially
be of great importance to many aspects of firms’ value creation processes. Thus, taking the
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standpoint that consumers represent a potentially important source of competencies that are
too valuable for firms to be ignored, and recognizing that the dissertation has paid little
attention to interests that concern the firm, in the following I aim to extend what I have
learned about the AFOL brand community and its members in regard to the following topics:
How can firms integrate brand community members’ improvement and first-of-type
innovations? And what kinds of issues are firms facing as part of this process?
In the literature that broadly concerns user innovation, I have identified four methods I believe
are relevant to the question of how firms can integrate brand community members’
innovations. Based on their orientation I have labeled the methods: 1) The knowledge sharing
environment method, 2) The method of identifying promising communities, 3) The toolkit
method, and 4) The broadcast search method. Moreover, via this study I have identified a fifth
method I call: 5) The extended firm-organized R&D group method. To give an idea of the
methods that are available for firms, below I briefly introduce the five methods.
The Knowledge Sharing Environment Method
The first method broadly suggests that firms can establish knowledge sharing environments
that permit direct twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week interaction between the firm’s
employees and consumers, which in this case means brand community members. Through
these knowledge sharing environments firms are supposed to give access to their knowledge
base and allow for rapid exchange of new ideas and solutions (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004).
The main idea suggested here is that firms should focus on establishing ‘places’ where they can
interact with and support their consumers in the attempt to come up with solutions that
better satisfy these consumers’ needs and wants. The method takes a broad-based approach
to the type of consumer who can contribute with ideas and solutions and as such it can be
expected that the method will generate a wide range of both relevant and irrelevant ideas and
solutions. Consequently, I suggest that firms must expect to invest considerable managerial
time and effort in designing and implementing screening and feedback procedures.
The Promising Communities Method
The second method suggests first identifying and selecting what appears to be promising
communities and hereafter gathering information from these communities’ members, for
example, by interviewing, observing, and surveying members (cf. Cova & Cova, 2002; Franke &
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Shah, 2003). Searching for promising communities, Lüthje (2004) suggests using either
quantitative, standardized screening approaches or network search processes, where
community members are interviewed with the purpose of identifying innovators. As I see it,
the main idea suggested by this method is selecting the communities that are already focused
on topics of relevance to the firm. Thus, compared to the first method, the second method
seems more focused and selective, and the cost of screening ideas and suggestions can, ceteris
paribus, be expected to be lower, as there are fewer albeit more focused input givers involved.
The Toolkit Method
The third method involves the use of firm developed toolkits (Thomke & von Hippel, 2002:5).
Through these toolkits brand community members make use of technologies such as
computer simulation and rapid prototyping to create solutions to particular problems that can
then be picked up by the firm. For example, instead of asking consumers to give input on a
number of pre-prepared sauces, firms can equip them with toolkits that allow them to
experiment with ingredients and compose their own sauce (Thomke & von Hippel, 2002).
From the firm’s perspective, receiving and incorporating consumer feedback on subjective and
abstract dimensions such as taste is a complex affair. Among other things, the experience of
taste can be difficult to express in rational terms. Thus, taste experiences tend to ‘stick’ to the
individual, as tacit knowledge makes these types of experiences difficult to both conceptualize
and verbalize (von Hippel, 1994). As illustrated by the sauce example, the toolkit method
acknowledges this situation by offering the consumer a chance to construct solutions to
experienced needs or problems. Toolkits thus enable firms to overcome the aforementioned
barriers, potentially saving both time and money the firm otherwise would have to invest in
the process of going back and forth between the laboratory and the consumer to find the
right solution that both satisfies the consumer and can be produced by the firm.
The Broadcast Search Method
Recently, Lakhani et al. (2006) proposed a method they call broadcast search. The method
refers to ’opening up of information about difficult and unsolved scientific problems to a large
group of unknown ’outsiders’’ (Lakhani et al., 2006:5). Broadcast search involves, in other
words, the firm broadcasting problems to (expert) users and calling for solutions. This method
of collecting consumers’ knowledge in a large-scale context has also been used by the
pharmaceutical firm Eli Lilly (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). As both Prahalad & Ramaswamy

320

CONCLUSION

(2004) and Lakhani et al. (2006) show, broadcast search can be an effective problem solving
strategy as the firm gains access to a large number of relevant and important inputs that could
not be accessed if the firms’ often limited internal resources had been used only.
The Extended Firm-Organized R&D Group Method
Finally, through the study of the AFOL community I have identified a fifth method via which
firms can integrate consumers’ innovations. This method involves recruiting and organizing
competent members who see themselves as ambassadors for the brand. Among other things,
the brand ambassadors, as observed in this case, give input to the firm’s R&D processes,
evaluate existing as well as future products and services, and provide feedback and support to
other members of the community. Compared to the knowledge sharing environment method,
which I perceive to be closest to this method, I perceive the set-up to be smaller, more direct,
and also more focused on finding solutions to tasks or problems identified by the firm.
Consequently, and given the fact that AFOLs’ actions are regulated by e.g. NDAs outlined by
the firm, I think of this method as an extended firm-organized R&D group. However, whereas
firms’ internal R&D departments consist of employees who get paid for their work, the
extended firm-organized R&D group consists of consumers who voluntarily apply to become
part of the group and who are not compensated via a paycheck, but by intangibles, such as
being recognized by the firm as skilled and knowledgeable consumers, getting their name on
the products they have developed etc.
Returning to the question of how firms can integrate members’ innovations, the methods
described here take, as we see, different approaches. Also, each of the methods requires
different organizational set-ups and levels of investments. For example, the broadcast search
and the knowledge sharing environment method suggest the involvement of a large number of
potentially competent members whereas the other methods take a more focused and
selective approach. The method that involves searching for promising communities but also
the toolkit and the broadcast search methods take place at members’ domains, whereas the
establishment of knowledge sharing environments and the firm-organized R&D group
methods take place at the firm’s domain. Finally, the toolkit and knowledge sharing
environment methods seemingly require the investment of relatively more resources
compared to the rest of the methods. Common to all of the methods is that they call for
dedicated employees that can closely interact with and provide feedback to the consumers.
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Also, the methods call for some sort of systematic approach to how promising innovations can
be identified and how they can become part of the firm’s overall value creation processes.
Overall, the number of empirical studies that focus on how firms can pick up consumers’
innovations is still few and no comparative studies between the methods have been made.
Also, the methods described above are characterized by not having addresses the issues that
are potentially involved in integrating consumers’ innovations. Consequently, although the
consumer is identified as a new and valuable source of competencies, and although firms may
potentially benefit greatly from integrating consumers’ innovations in their value creation
processes, essentially we are still at a learning stage where little is known of how to connect
firms’ interests on the one hand with consumers’ interests and competencies on the other
hand, and what to expect from such a connection. Thus, I suggest that firms that want to
integrate consumers’ and other externals’ innovations should think of ‘themselves’ as touching
new ground. Similar to when working with pilot projects, instead of committing to one
method only, I suggest that firms consider engaging in experimental set-ups where a number
of methods are used. Firstly, comparing the process of integrating members’ innovations to
pilot projects firms can try out and get acquainted with different types of methods and identify
the ones that work best for them and ‘their’ brand communities. For example, although Eli Lilly
successfully used the broadcast search method, the method may be less effective in cases
where the number of brand community members is low, or where a majority of members
have a more passive approach to their membership. Secondly, by adopting a pilot project
approach, firms can better experiment with the methods in a way that match the community’s
development stage, the size of the community, the firms’ available resources, such as time,
money and employees. Thus, a pilot project approach encourages firms to be flexible and to
adjust the methods according to the given context. Thirdly, firms can spread the risk that is
otherwise associated with committing to one method whose long-term effects and impact on
the brand community are not known.
Of further relevance to firms aiming to integrate brand community members’ innovations,
based in this study’s findings, in the following I highlight what I consider to be the main issues
that are involved in the process.
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Issues of Integrating Brand Community Members‘ Innovations
Of relevance to the issues involved in integrating brand community members’ innovations in
firms’ value creating processes, Prahalad & Ramaswamy (2004) observe:
’Despite the many good reasons to collaborate, most organizations fail
to take full advantage of their opportunities to do so. Why? The
fundamental reason is that collaboration is not natural. Exercising
autonomy is. Collaboration requires two or more units (within or
outside the firm) to work together. In most cases, the frictional costs
outweigh the obvious benefits. These costs include managerial time and
effort, issues such as cross charges and transfer prices, concerns about
priorities and deliveries, incompatibility of IT systems and strategies, and
other administrative headaches. These costs of collaboration are
immediate, while the benefits at best represent the potential’ (Prahalad
& Ramaswamy, 2004:199).

What furthermore makes interaction difficult relates to the fact, Prahalad & Ramaswamy argue,
that many managers are simply not accustomed to collaborating with ‘outsiders’. Consequently,
the ‘not invented here’ syndrome poses a strong barrier for these managers to interact with
‘externals’ such as consumers in the first place. Similarly, however overlooked in the methods
described above, brand community members may also experience autonomy and an
unwillingness to collaborate with the firm. In general, the extent to which members want to
exercise autonomy and independence is not known. However, the survey (2005) shows that
34.2% of all AFOLs answered ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ to the question: ‘The LEGO Group
should not interfere with AFOLs’. Also, 51.4% responded either ‘disagree’ or ‘strongly disagree’
to the question: ‘I expect to propose ideas to the LEGO Group.’ What these numbers
indicate is that simply because firms have identified consumers as sources of competencies
whose innovations should therefore be picked up, it cannot be assumed that it can and will
happen. Adopting the viewpoint that firm-consumer collaboration is not a ‘natural thing’, just
as I believe it is important to experiment with different methods of integrating consumers’
innovations, I find it equally relevant and important to focus on the issues that are involved in
interacting with brand communities. In Table 10.1, based in this study’s findings, I have summed
up what I consider to be the main issues that confront firms that, regardless of the method
used, want to pick up brand community members’ innovations. My aim is not to provide
concrete solutions as to what firms can do to overcome these issues. Rather, my aim is to
exemplify some of the ‘frictional costs’ and challenges that are involved in interacting with
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brand communities and the kind of implications these issues have for firms. It should be
mentioned that although I think broadly of firm-brand community interaction, below I have
focused on the kind of interaction that relates to picking up members’ innovations.
Table 10.1
Issues of integrating brand community members’ innovations
Issue

Characteristic

However…

Implications

The autonomy issue

Brand communities are centered on
branded goods and services. Therefore,
they are by definition inherently
commercial.

Brand communities form their own basic
assumptions, values and experiences of
the brand and the consumption activity
they are involved in. Members’
innovations may therefore take a
different direction compared to where
the firm wants to go.

Firms should consider that although
members’ innovations are many, given
the strategic direction of the firm, not all
of their innovations may be relevant to
the firm.

The specialization
issue

Brand community members possess
specialized knowledge of the brand, its
possibilities and limitations.

Because of their high degree of
specialization, innovators’ suggestions for
new products and services may be too
specialized and too complex for the
mass-market.

Firms need to find methods of screening
and distinguishing between innovations
that have broad market potential and
those that are irrelevant seen from a
‘regular’ consumers’ perspective.

The free space issue

Members benefit greatly from and take
joy in the community’s function as a free
space, which allows for free and open
sharing of ideas and support of one
another.

Involving members in the firm’s agenda
and attempting to protect and control
the firm’s interests may prevent
members from freely sharing and being
open with one another.

Over time, the firm risks milking the
community dry of its most innovative and
contributing members. Thus, firms should
consider how to balance their needs for
being in control versus securing the
longevity of the community.

The compensation
issue

Innovators are intrinsically motivated and
not motivated by, for example, monetary
compensation.

Non-monetary compensation in the
form of social recognition and other
intangible rewards may in a long run
come across as exploitation.

Firms need to find short-term as well as
long-term solutions to how they will
compensate brand community
innovators.

The ‘firm-friendly’
/lead user issue

Some members are more ‘firm friendly’
It cannot be assumed that these
than others. Firms may find it convenient innovators, despite their ‘firm-friendly’
to establish closer relationships with
approach, are also lead users.
cooperative and ‘firm friendly’ innovators.

Firms need to clearly distinguish between
lead users who foreshadow market
needs and ‘regular’ innovators who do
not possess lead user characteristics.

The ‘lurker’ issue

Some innovators ‘lurk’, i.e. they have
weak ties to the community and remain
‘below the surface’.

As innovators they may nevertheless
come up with valuable improvement and
first-of-type innovations of importance to
the firm.

Firms should think of ways via which
‘lurking’ innovators can come forward
with their innovations.

The timing issue

Communities evolve and change over
time and so does the level and nature of
members’ innovations. Therefore, it is
central for firms to know the
development stage of the community.

The development stage of the
community does not reveal itself easily
but calls for in-depth empirical
exploration.

Firms should carefully analyze and
consider the right time for establishing
contacts with the community.

The integration issue

The innovations members create often
exceed the level of early
conceptualizations and prototyping. Put
differently, members’ innovations are
often complete and the finish degree is
generally high.

As members neither have access to
To reduce the ‘frictional costs’, firms
firms’ production facilities nor are
should consider developing platforms or
inclined to use firm standards, despite the standards that can be used by innovators.
fact that members’ innovations often
have a high finish degree, there may
nevertheless be ‘frictional costs’ involved
in the process of integrating members’
innovations in firm’s value creating
processes.

The Intellectual
Property (IP) issue

Members’ innovations are in the vast
majority of cases not conceived with the
intention of being picked up by firms.

As firms pick up members’ innovations,
questions of IP rights can be expected to
emerge.
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To avoid misunderstandings, firms and
innovators need to find satisfactory
answers to the following questions:
Who owns the innovation? Can the
innovator sell his innovation to third
parties? And how should the innovator
be compensated, short-term/long-term?

CONCLUSION

The Autonomy Issue
As shown in Table 10.1, I believe there are several issues confronting firms who want to
integrate brand community members’ innovations. Overall I find that despite the fact that
members possess many and different competencies, depending on the firm’s strategic vision,
these competencies may not always be relevant to the firm. For example, members may
commit themselves to principles of purity and they may distinguish between ‘true and ‘faux’
interpretations of the brand, which may prevent alternative and new ways of interpreting and
expressing the brand from developing. Similarly, members may show loyalty to and base their
innovations in traditional perceptions of the brand. In cases where the firm wants to continue
basing their brand in these perceptions, the interests of the community and the firm can be said
to correspond. However, in cases where the firm for whatever reason wants to find new ways
of expressing the brand, e.g. with the intention of repositioning the brand, members’
perceptions of the brand and their innovations may take a different direction than where the
firm wants to take the brand for example by ‘locking up’ the brand in narrow associations of
what is ‘allowed’ with regard to the brand and what is ‘forbidden’.
The Specialization Issue
Also, firms may find that members’ innovations are simply too complex and advanced for the
market of ‘regular’ consumers. Whereas some of these innovations can be modified so that they
will appear less complex, some innovations will probably need to be screened out. In this case, I
suggest that firms need to find methods that can systemize and assist the screening process. In
any event, before engaging in such processes I suggest that firms first examine the firm’s strategic
vision, i.e. the central idea that stakes out top management’s aspirations for what they see the
firm achieving in the future (Schultz, 2005). Is the aim to continue evolving the brand as it is
known, or does the firm want to change course? Does the firm want to further advance their
products or do they want their products to follow a ‘more of the same’ development strategy?
The answer to these questions will give an indication of the type of innovations the firm is
looking for, and also what brand communities are relevant to establish relationships with.
Moreover, it will provide a foundation for the aforementioned screening procedures. In order to
assess whether there is a fit between the type of innovations that can potentially be picked up
and the overall strategic direction of the firm I suggest that firms, in addition to concretely
observing and screening members’ innovations, also investigate the brand community factors
that characterizes the brand communities firms consider collaborating with. As discussed in
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Chapter 8, I find that there is a close fit between these factors and then members’ innovations.
Therefore, aiming to project the future direction of members’ innovations, I suggest investigating
also the brand community factors.
The Free Space Issue
Another issue regards members’ free and open sharing of ideas and how the firm risks
compromising these member benefits. As we have seen, aiming to protect the knowledge
exchanged and the ideas developed in the extended firm-organized R&D group, the firm may
see a need for controlling members’ actions, for example, by preventing members from
discussing with others what they do in the group and what they have come to know through
their membership in the group. This approach, I contend, poses a doubled-edged sword in the
sense that while the firm may succeed in preventing members of the group from talking openly
about the projects they are involved in, they also keep them from talking with other members
of the brand community. As this study has shown, members depend greatly on one another to
further develop and come up with new knowledge and ideas of interest to the brand they are
engaged in. Consequently, limiting members, who are also among the most innovative and
productive members of the community, from sharing their knowledge and ideas with other
members of the brand community may in the long run milk the community dry of these core
members’ ideas and contributions. The result may be, as previously discussed in Chapter 8, that
both the number and the ingenuity of members’ innovations go down and that the brand
community as a whole loses its relevance to members. This issue is somewhat related to
another issue regarding compensation of members.
The Compensation Issue
As we have seen, members know that through their participation in, for example, firm
sponsored events and by allowing the firm to use their innovations they help the firm sell its
products and consequently make money. Although the AFOLs I interviewed stated that they
did not want to be paid for the things they do for the firm, they were expecting some kind of
compensation, be it recognition, LEGO sets, or to have their MOC displayed in LEGO stores
etc. Whilst these means of compensation may in the short run prove satisfactory for the
innovators, I propose that in the long run, firms need to consider more and other forms of
compensation that better match, for example, the financial value of innovators’ contributions
and that also acknowledge the social context of the brand community. As mentioned earlier,
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brand community is inherently a social phenomenon, and as such the innovations that brand
community members create must be seen as ‘social creations’. Consequently, consistently
rewarding the individual over the collective may in the long run represent a problematic strategy.
Therefore, I propose that to avoid being seen as exploiting innovators and also to avoid the
issue of milking the community dry of important resources, firms need to consider that the
methods they use for picking up members’ innovations and also how they compensate
innovators have consequences for the longevity of the community as well as the innovative
mood that characterizes the brand community. I suggest that firms, via the involvement of
members, search for ways through which they can show recognition of both the individual
innovator while supporting the community’s innovative mood and the social relations members
share82.
The ‘Firm-Friendly’/Lead User and the ‘Lurker’ Issue
Another issue regards the fact that members react differently towards the firm. For example, as
the reactions that followed after Justus’ announcement on Lugnet (see Chapter 5) showed,
some members came across as relatively more ‘firm-friendly’. These members are often more
direct and positive in their approach towards the firm. Consequently, firms may choose to
primarily interact with them and overlook the majority of members who are less direct and less
open. However, by doing so, the firm risks focusing mainly on members who may very well be
innovators, but who are not necessarily lead users. Also, by focusing on the visible innovators,
the firm risks overlooking the ‘lurkers’ who, despite remaining ‘below the surface’, are
competent innovators whose innovations also deserve consideration. To avoid the problems
associated with the ‘firm-friendly’ and ‘lurker’ issue, I suggest that firms find methods of
systematically screening for lead users, and also that they find methods of ensuring that
members who want to share their innovations with the firm are encouraged to do so. As
mentioned earlier, von Hippel (1988) has defined a set of criteria that can be used to screen for
lead users (see Chapter 3). The investigation of the lead user criteria can take place as part of a
survey or via interviews. The identification of lead users can assist firms in singling out the
innovations that are performed by innovators who are most likely to foreshadow future market
82

To illustrate my point, one solution that would satisfy these criteria would be for the firm to show gratitude to
the individual innovator by sponsoring, for example, new and more powerful server capacity, community events, or
similar costly investments that are difficult for the community to finance. Potentially, the innovator will be
recognized by his peers for his contributions to the community, and the community as a whole will benefit greatly
from the investments being made.
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needs and who are therefore relatively more interesting to collaborate with compared to other
innovators whose innovations may be both interesting and fun, but not relevant to a larger
market. Regarding the issue of how to make sure that not just the innovations that are created
by the visible innovators get noticed but also the ‘lurkers’, who tend, as this study has shown, to
‘sit’ on their innovations, inspired by Füller et al.’s (2005) studies, one suggestion can be to
arrange competitions or similar events that motivate innovators to come forward with their
innovations. In general, and building on the suggestions I made regarding compensation, with the
intention of adding transparency to how the firm interacts with innovators, I suggest firms make
clear upfront what kind of innovations the firm is looking for and also how the firm intends to
reward innovators who come forward with their innovations. Moreover, as previously
emphasized, I suggest that firms consider alternative compensation methods that reward both
the individual innovators as well as the brand community as a whole.
The Timing Issue
This issue addresses the relationship between the brand community’s development stage and
the extent and nature of members’ innovations. For example, and as mentioned earlier,
compared to the early growth and midlife stage, it is likely that the innovations members’
perform during the founding and the declining stage may be of less relevance to firms.
Therefore, to make decisions about when to pick up members’ innovations and when not to,
but also to better evaluate members’ innovations, it is critical that firms know the development
stage of the brand community. Based in a social constructionist perspective, I propose that the
development stage can be revealed by studying how members over time have constructed the
brand community through their social interactions and negotiations about the consumption
activities and the brand they are involved in. Clearly, this study cannot be done ‘overnight’ but
calls for empirical investigation that takes a longitudinal perspective on the development of the
brand community. Thus, the reason I categorize the decision of when to pick up members’
innovations as an issue relates mainly to the fact that firms must expect to invest both time and
resources in the process of determining the community’s development stage.
The Integration Issue
Both the integration and the IP issue draw attention to the challenges that are involved in
integrating members’ innovations in the organization. Concerning the integration issue, as
mentioned in the table, members’ innovations are often complete and characterized by a high
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degree of finish. Nevertheless, as members have generally no or little concern for the standards
used by the firm (e.g. technical and IT related standards, but also standards regarding how
products are packed and marketed etc.) there may be considerable ‘frictional costs’ involved in
‘translating’ and integrating members’ innovations. To reduce the ‘frictional costs’ I suggest that
firms, when possible, develop platforms and/or standards that innovators can use. LEGO Factory
provides an example of one such platform. Clearly, LEGO Factory represents a sophisticated
and advanced platform, but essentially it defines the LEGO elements that can be used in the
creation process and also allows the innovator to work with his model in a 3D format that can
then be printed out as building instructions and shared with other users of LEGO Factory. As
the LEGO Factory platform is developed by the LEGO Group, the innovations that are created
using the platform can be directly picked up by the firm and require no ‘translation’ as such.
Thus, as the LEGO Factory example illustrates, encouraging innovators to use the firm
developed platforms and standards, the firm can avoid or minimize the ‘frictional costs’ that are
otherwise associated with incompatibility of IT standards, use of materials etc.
The IP Issue
I find that in most cases, AFOLs have not conceived their innovations because they expect to
sell them to the LEGO Group, other AFOLs, or competitors to the LEGO Group such as
Megabloks. Nevertheless, in cases where the innovation is sold, or handed over to others than
the innovator, questions of IP, i.e. who legally owns the right to the innovation, are bound to
emerge. For example, on some of the sites owned by AFOLs who sell their innovations as
custom kits, AFOLs explicitly state that they are the inventor and that they therefore have the
right to the model being sold, meaning that the buyer cannot replicate the innovation and/or
sell it in his name. However, as things stand today, statements such as these represent
encouragements to respect the innovator rather than legally protected rights to the innovation.
In any event, the IP issue represents probably, seen from the firm’s perspective, the most critical
issue of all. The reason for that is summed up in a Financial Times report that finds that: ’The
proportion of intangible assets [such as intellectual properties, patents plus the value embedded
in their brands] to shareholder value at Fortune 500 companies has steadily risen, from about
50 per cent in 1980 to 70 per cent today’ (Financial Times: Global Brands: Companies feel
benefit of intangibles, April 23, 2007). The firm does, in other words, rely increasingly on its
intangibles, and therefore, firms have a strong interest in legally protecting the innovations that
they bring to market. Thus, failing to provide a satisfactory answer to the question of who owns

329

CONCLUSION

the right to further exploit a given innovation will pose a serious challenge for firms. Changing
the perspective to the innovator, he also has an interest in protecting his rights. For example, in
a case where an AFOL innovator has come up with an idea for a new playtheme and sold or
handed over this idea to third parties, can the third party sell the right to produce the
playtheme under new licenses? What if the playtheme turns out to be huge success, how is the
innovator being compensated by the firm? etc. Returning to the fundamental question of how
to compensate innovators and how to encourage private innovators to come forward with
their innovations, I believe it is crucial to find solutions to the IP issue that are realistic and also
attractive for both parties. Consequently, I believe that for firms to successfully reap the benefits
that are potentially associated with the increasingly more competent consumer, the first thing
that must be done is to define how the issue of IP rights will be addressed. As the firm will be
touching new ground also in this context, I believe that answers to this question can best be
answered via the involvement of brand community members. In other words, the firm should
find solutions not in their legal departments only, but rather in the intersection between the firm
and consumers, where the interests of the firm and the consumer melt together.
In sum, and as indicated by the issues discussed here, I find that the integration of members’
innovations provide many challenges to firms. In its most direct form, it requires commitment in
the form of employees who can evaluate when it is the right time to pick up members’
innovations and who can provide feedback and deal with members thorough the different
stages of the integration process. It requires methods that can help bring forward innovations
and help firms distinguish between the different types of innovations and their potential, seen in
regard to the firm’s strategic vision. Also, picking up members’ innovations requires that the
organization can handle and further refine the innovations, should it be needed. On a more
abstract level, and with the aim of securing the longevity of the community, I suggest that the
process of integrating members’ innovations requires transparency and consideration in the way
firms interact with members, how innovators are compensated, and how their rights are
recognized. I therefore suggest that the decision to integrate members’ innovations should be
seen as a strategic commitment that demands organization wide and financial support.
Regardless of the integration method chosen, firms should recall that integration of brand
community members’ innovations requires more than engaging in an act based on the principle
of ‘giving and receiving’, such as it was accentuated under the exchange perspective (see
Chapter 3). Firms should think of ‘themselves’ as interacting with cultures that are set on ideas
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of ‘who we are’, ‘where we come from’, and ‘how things are done around here’. In this
connection, sensitivity to historical and cultural contexts is key and represents, I believe, some of
the new competencies firms will have to learn more of to successfully interact with the
connected, informed, and active consumers.
Directions for Further Research
Clearly, there are many perspectives of interest to the topics explored in this dissertation that I
have not addressed, or that call for further research. Below I mention some of the research
directions that arise from this study.
I deliberately chose to study the AFOL community as an intrinsic case. Whereas this choice had
its advantages, it also had its limitations. For example, as with any empirical research study there
are issues of generalizing findings to other cases of brand community and consumers as
innovators. Also, as I have examined only one case, and as I aimed to explore perspectives of
brand community not described before, comparison to other studies has in many cases not
been possible, or the cases I could compare to were few in number and not comparable to the
specific context which defined the AFOL community. To learn more about brand community as
an evolving phenomenon and brand community innovation, an obvious extension of the work
which has been reported here is consequently to examine more cases of brand communities so
that it becomes possible to compare and later generalize findings. For this purpose, I suggest the
following perspectives:
In the study I have used a combination of simple statistical methods and qualitative research
methods to identify the key factors that motivate AFOLs to innovate. A natural next step would
be to derive scales that can measure possible correlations between the factors. The aim of such
a study would be to determine the factors’ individual and collective influence on brand
community innovation. Moreover, the findings would tell more about the key factors’ relevance
in explaining brand community innovation, thus providing input to the further refinement of the
measures.
Another issue worthy of examination is to further nuance and elaborate brand community as
an evolving phenomenon. As suggested in Schein’s (1992) studies, organizations typically go
through more that the three stages reported here. Future studies might investigate whether
brand communities generally go though similar development stages and also what ‘mechanisms’
cause brand communities to enter new stages. Moreover, and of relevance to the finding
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suggesting that the level and the type of innovations members’ perform are linked to the
community’s development stage, studies of brand communities in their midlife and mature stage
could further illuminate whether and how this relationship exists. Studies of brand communities
in their midlife and mature stage could also yield important insights into members’ perceptions
of the brand, their membership in the brand community, and also the type of innovations they
perform during these stages. Are cultural diffusion, increasing fragmentation and loss of
integration setting in, as suggested in Schein’s (1992) organizational studies, or are these stages
different in brand communities, among other things because brand communities are inherently
commercial and voluntary by nature?
One of the things that has been less explored in this study is the relations between the
brand community and the firm who owns the brand on which the community is centered. As
we have seen, the firm-brand community relationship is very rewarding for both the brand
community and the firm. But also, it can be challenging and problematic, as the discussions of
the issues have shown. To further extend our knowledge of firm-brand community relationships,
and also to achieve a better understanding of the firm’s role in regards to self-formed brand
communities I suggest more research that can illuminate this topic. For example, research can
involve different cases of firm-brand community relations, and it can explore firm created versus
organic brand communities.
Having explored a brand community dominated by men, it furthermore occurred to me that
besides Jensen Schau & Muniz’ (2002) studies, there is a general void of cases focusing on
communities formed and populated by women. For example, are men seeking different things
from their brand community membership than women? And are there differences in how the
communities are organized, how their leadership is structured, and in their general orientations?
In summary, this study fundamentally shows what was also accentuated under the interpretive
turn, namely, that a brand is both something to buy and something to be. But also, and what is
suggested in this dissertation, a brand is something through which ideas can be projected. This
new perspective suggests an increased need in research for attention to not only the meaning
and identity based sides of consumption but also the expressive and creative sides of
consumption.
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Appendix 1
Interview guide A - Semi-structured interviews
•

Please introduce yourself. Your name, age, where you are from, and what you do.

The LEGO brand relationship
•
Tell me about your relationship with LEGO. When did it all start? (associations of the
LEGO brand)
•
Did you go through a ‘dark age’? Why, for how long? (what made the informant take up
the hobby again?)
•
Some use the term ‘hobby’ to describe their engagement with LEGO. What
characterizes a hobby?
•
Comparing the time before you joined the AFOL community (i.e. before the informant
started using AFOL community resources) with now, in what ways has your hobby
improved?
The community event
•
What is a community event like this about?
•
What is it exactly you do here?
•
Given that LEGO is a brick, could one imagine a community event jointly held by LEGO and
MegaBlock?
•
What do you like about the event?
•
Are there parts of the event you will skip, or think should be dropped? (show event
program)
Rules and structures - moral responsibility
As a newcomer at these community events, are there any rules or guidelines I should know
about?
•
Any hierarchies I should be aware of? Like who’s the boss here, and who’s doing what?
•

Consciousness of kind
Let’s go back and talk about the other people also here today.
I have noticed that there are people from LEGO Company here today. What other people
are here today?
•
Do you participate in the community event for the same reasons as the other people here
today, or do people come here for various reasons?
•
How many of the people here today do you know?
•
How did you get to know them?
•
How well would you say you know them?
•
Do you keep in touch with them when not at the BrickFest?
•
How? (e-mail, chat, phone, face-to-face, etc.)
•
What do you mostly talk or mail about?
•

Inclusion/exclusion
•
Let’s say that you can decide who will attend the next community event. Who is a ‘must let
in’, and who is a ‘must leave out’?
•
What characterizes a ‘good’ Brickfest participant?
•
What characterizes a ‘bad’ Brickfest participant?
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Appendix 2
Questionnaire, web based survey, 2005
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Appendix 3
Enclosed CD-Rom

Content:
Edited 8-minutes film
Brand community events
AFOLs’ LEGO creations (MOCs)
Save 9V Trains campaign materials
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Appendix 4
Blogs, wikis and podcasting

Blogs
Blogs (also known as weblogs) like Unique Brique Techniques, Brickley’s world and Zemi.net
resembled living personal journals. Visitors could leave messages and comments on what the
owner had written, and they could use some of the links that were provided on the site.
Weblogs like Zemi.net, which was owned by Jon Palmer, became a destination for people that
were interested in his work. Among other things, Jon Palmer was known for his Moonbase
project (a modular Space-themed building system) and the weblog gave access to detailed
information about his work but also his personal sources of inspiration. To newcomers the
weblog established Jon Palmer as one of the leading founders of Moonbase, and the format of
the weblog offered a direct way of communicating with him. Weblogs, in other words,
facilitated individualized viewpoints on the LEGO hobby and compared to newsgroups,
weblogs clearly identified the owner as the one who determined the direction of the
discussions.

Wikis
The Wikipedia is a free content online encyclopedia where volunteers contribute with their
knowledge in regard to a given theme, topic or concept. The Wikipedia featured over two
million articles and over 250,000 people from all over the world contributed to the content.
The Wikipedia provided an opportunity for AFOLs to record historical content and to broadly
disseminate knowledge and information about the LEGO hobby. Like the Wikipedia, wikis
allowed contributors to edit and update written text and visuals. However, whereas the
Wikipedia was broad-based, the wiki was usually narrower in content and extent. For example
the BrickWiki focused only on content related directly to the LEGO brand. Both the Wikipedia
and the BrickWiki allowed AFOLs, but also people outside the AFOL hobby, to keep track of
the LEGO Groip’s history, its products and business categories, and also to disseminate the
massage that there are adults ‘out there’ that play with LEGO bricks and who consider it an
inspiring and creative hobby.

Podcasting
Podcasting shares similarities with radio shows. Podcasts, however, are produced and
broadcasted by users themselves. Podcasts can be downloaded and played in MP3 formats. In
an AFOL context, the technique was first used during BrickFest in 2005 where a small group of
AFOLs (the owners of Brick in My Pocket, BIMP) recorded and broadcasted their impressions
and experiences of the event. Also, they recorded keynote speeches by Jake McKee and the
LEGO Group’s CEO Jørgen Vig Knudstorp. These recordings were shared online on
bricksinmypocket.org. Via these broadcasts, AFOLs were able to get an update of the day’s
events and speeches.
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