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VALUE CO-CREATION IN FIRM SPONSORED ONLINE COMMUNITIES: 
WHAT ENABLES, CONSTRAINS, AND SHAPES VALUE 

ABSTRACT
Purpose - The purpose of this paper is (i) to explore enablers and constraints in value co-creation in 
sponsored online communities, and (ii) to identify firm roles in shaping value co-creation. The 
structured analysis is translated into strategies for practitioners and for guiding future research.

Design/methodology/approach – We systematically review and synthesise the literature to develop 
a comprehensive model of value co-creation. 

Findings – Our literature review findings have: (i) led to the identification of four actors in sponsored 
online communities, (ii) revealed enablers and constraints for value co-creation in online 
communities, and (iii) provided insight into the simultaneous roles of sponsoring firm (co-creator and 
facilitator) and the interrelationship between them.

Research limitations – Like other systematic literature review studies, the findings are limited by what 
was reported in the papers selected for the review. We contribute to service dominant logic by 
bridging the macro level to the empirical level, and add to our understanding of the sociomateriality 
theory by capturing constraints and enablers coming from various actors. 

Practical Implications – The extracted enablers and constraints guide decision makers to better 
design, asses, monitor, and support sponsored online communities. The findings also inform how to 
orchestrate the two sponsoring firm roles so that the online community is still attractive for the 
members and creates value for the sponsoring firm. 

Originality/value – Given the variety of disciplines dealing with value co-creation, and given the 
plenitude of definitions and related concepts, this study consolidates the existing knowledge and 
models how value is co-created in online communities. 

Keywords – Online co-creation community; value co-creation; literature review; online community

1. Introduction
In recent years, co-creation online communities have gained a reputation in involving enthusiastic 
consumers in a company's development processes through networked interactions between the firm 
and the consumers. These interactions unfold as a co-creation process, a cooperative phenomenon 
that reflects a shift in thinking from the firm as a definer of value to more participative customers 
(Frasquet-Deltoro et al., 2019; Ind and Coates, 2013). A well-managed co-creation process has clear 
benefits for the organisation; it can lead to successful innovations, new business opportunities, cost 
reduction, and an expanded customer base (Fisher, 2019; Ind et al., 2013; Park et al., 2019). Thus, 
various firms have begun to incorporate individuals from outside their organisation in their value 
creation process through firm sponsored online communities. Successful examples of firm sponsored 
online communities can be found in various sectors such as Aston Martin Community in the 
automotive sector (Essamri et al., 2019), SAP in computers (Tavakoli et al., 2017), Huafen club for 
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Huawei mobile phones (Zhao et al., 2019), and Starbucks in the café and restaurant industry (Wong et 
al., 2016).  This has motivated growing research interest in understanding value co-creation in firm 
sponsored online communities (Frasquet-Deltoro et al., 2019).  

Firm sponsored online communities have been described as initiatives sponsored by a firm to co-
create value with their external product or service users (Yan et al., 2018). Firm sponsored online 
communities are different from traditional organisations because of their fluidity and the extent to 
which they depend on voluntary participation (Faraj et al., 2011; Lusch and Nambisan, 2015). In online 
communities, the sponsoring firm lacks authority to issue commands and the individual participants 
are not obligated to obey. A firm sponsored online community is an organisation where most 
individual participants come and go easily, while the sponsoring firm does not change. Therefore, the 
firm is assumed to have the responsibility of coordinating value co-creation, which is called 
orchestration (Nambisan et al., 2017). 

While there is a lot of support in extant literature for taking advantage of customer engagements in 
these communities (e.g. Pee, 2016; Tavakoli et al., 2017; Zhang and Luo, 2016), there is currently a 
lack of comprehensive analyses of these communities as a fluid organisation. The existing studies are 
scattered all over and difficult to be summarised into a broad view mainly because of the contextual 
nature and the fast pace of emergence of applications and their implications for online communities 
(Bailey et al., 2019; Felin et al., 2017). In addition, how various actors may contribute to value creation 
remains unclear and is still emerging with limited integration efforts (Bugshan, 2015; Faraj et al., 2016; 
Ind et al., 2013; Singaraju et al., 2016). Previous studies in the literature primarily emphasise one 
particular actor. For example, some studies consider the technology solely as the context rather than 
an actor with its own capabilities (Singaraju et al., 2016). Other research focuses either on the firm’s 
or individual’s perspective and neglects other determinism (Monteiro, 2018; Suseno et al., 2018). 
Therefore, it is not surprising that there are recent calls from scholars (Faraj et al., 2015; Nambisan et 
al., 2017) for more research into understanding online communities by considering all actors involved 
and the leading collaboration in online communities.

Given the above, this study aims to address how firm sponsored online co-creation communities 
enable, constrain, and shape value creation as a collective action of members. To answer this question, 
we examine the firm’s different roles in shaping value co-creation in online communities, as a 
collective action of members, and present the corresponding enablers and constraints. The study 
makes two primary contributions: (i) it uncovers enablers and constraints of value co-creation in firm 
sponsored communities and proposes a new framework for classifying them based on actors in the 
communities, and (ii) it identifies firm roles involved in value co-creation in these communities and 
presents their association with enablers. Findings will extend our current understanding of how the 
‘interaction between actors’ is fundamental to value co-creation in online communities. The fluidity 
of the organisational structure is primarily influenced by how individual participants make meanings 
of the online community. Therefore, this study takes the individual participant’s perspective to answer 
the research question. We do this by systematically reviewing and synthesising the literature to 
develop a comprehensive understanding of value co-creation in firm sponsored online communities, 
conceptualise what shapes value co-creation in these communities, and develop an agenda for future 
research. In our study, value co-creation is considered to occur through the collective action of 
community members, including both the firm and individual participants, with the assistance of 
technology. Thus, we draw upon service dominant logic (SDL) to conceptualise the relationship 
between the firm and individuals. We also use sociomateriality to theorise the interaction between 
the firm and individuals with the technology and refer to the affordance lens to investigate the 
technology.  
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The remainder of the paper is organised as follows: Section 2 presents the background and gaps in the 
literature; Section 3 discusses our methodology for the systematic literature review; Sections 4 and 5 
present the findings and discussion, respectively; Sections 6 and 7 highlight implications for theories 
and practice, as well as recommendations for future studies; and lastly, the paper concludes with a 
summary of our contribution, including its limitations, in Section 8.

2. Actors in Online Co-Creation Ecosystem
2.1. Theoretical Background
Value is often seen as the relationship between what one benefits and what one sacrifices (Grönroos, 
2011a). Various scholars have taken different approaches to explore enablers and constraints of value 
co-creation, and present what actors are involved in firm sponsored online communities and how they 
may be related. Some studies emphasise the firm’s capability to transform ideas into implementation, 
including the involvement of employees, to produce value for the firm  (Dong and Wu, 2015; Yan et 
al., 2018). Other studies emphasise the interactions between members in online communities as a key 
element of value co-creation in online communities (Grönroos and Voima, 2013; Suseno et al., 2018). 
Here, scholars shift the idea of value co-creation from a firm dominated perspective to another 
stakeholders’ perspective. Henfridsson et al. (2018) introduce a way to further involve technology in 
value co-creation and emphasise the influence of participants in selecting how to use the technology, 
which may deviate from its original purposes. These studies show that understanding value co-
creation in a fluid organisation is challenging because of reifying the agency of actors caused by 
reducing the complexity of interactions in the digital environment (Holmström, 2018).

While previous literature stresses the importance of interactions between the sponsoring firm and 
individual participants, they often focus on either the firm or the participants but not the interaction 
between them. For example, Zwass (2010) provides a taxonomy of co-creation based on 
characteristics attached to the sponsoring firm and individual participants, yet ignores the collective 
interaction that occurs during co-creation which serves as the foundation of value co-creation (Briel 
and Recker, 2017; Heidenreich et al., 2015). Furthermore, many studies consider technology as the 
context rather than an actor with its own capabilities (Singaraju et al., 2016); hence there is a gap in 
the academic literature regarding resources that might be present in the technology and their 
essential impact on value co-creation (Storbacka et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2017; Zwass, 2010). A focus 
on the interactions in firm sponsored online communities is important as it can pave the way for the 
development of theories that are relevant to practice (Felin et al., 2017). Another gap in the current 
literature is a lack of comprehensive understanding of what enables or constrains value co-creation in 
sponsored online communities. Faraj et al. (2011) propose fluidity as an enabler of value creation in 
online communities. The individual’s aspect is also recognised for its contribution to enabling value 
co-creation (Zhang et al., 2015a). Nambisan (2009) presents critical dimensions of personal value 
experiences in co-creation, with a limited focus on examining enablers and constraints. Despite these 
studies, more research is needed to generate an integrated model that presents what enables or 
constrains value co-creation in online communities. This is particularly important since previous 
studies have overlooked theoretical perspectives for reporting enablers and constraints, which makes 
it difficult to compare findings across different studies.

2.2 Developing a Theoretical Foundation
Value co-creation in firm sponsored communities is commonly used to describe the participative 
process between people and a sponsoring firm to generate value (Grönroos, 2008; Payne et al., 2008; 
Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2002; Vargo and Lusch, 2004). Vargo and Lusch (2004) introduce a 
perspective to value co-creation, which moves the focus on value from tangible outputs to a service 
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dominant logic (SDL). Through the perspective of SDL, value is a dynamic, experiential, and contextual 
benefit provided by a service contributed by actors in the service ecosystem (Barrett et al., 2015; 
Kelleher et al., 2019; Vargo and Lusch, 2016). The recent development of SDL has moved away from 
designating specific roles to different parties engaging in value co-creation and has emphasised that 
no differences exist between producers and consumers in a service ecosystem. This does not mean 
that all actors are identical (Vargo and Lusch, 2016). The notion of the generic actor presupposes that 
all actors engaged in the process of benefiting from their own existence also benefit from the 
existence of others. Furthermore, generic actors are used to investigate a wider perspective of service 
as a service ecosystem. However, value should be created in instances (Fisher, 2019; Grönroos and 
Voima, 2013). Therefore, in this study, we differentiate the sponsoring firm and the individual 
participants because we want to expose the organisation’s fluidity, which is different from the 
interaction in business-to-business relationships in terms of the lack of existence of formal contracts 
and the freedom to leave or to participate (Faraj et al., 2016). 

Given the above, we conceptualise the engagements in sponsored online communities between the 
sponsoring firm and individual participants as an ecosystem. This ecosystem comprises two sub-
systems inspired by Grönroos (2011b, 2019). In the first sub-system, it is the firm’s responsibility to 
invite participants for co-production and resource integration. As a result, this sub-system is directly 
engaged in value co-creation. Whereas in the second sub-system it is the participants who actively 
engage with their peers in value co-creation. In this sub-system, the firm plays the facilitator role. 
These two subsystems (value co-creation and value facilitation) spontaneously sense and respond to 
each other to maintain organisational fluidity (Vargo and Lusch, 2016; Winkler and Wulf, 2019). 

SDL provides a macro orientation of co-creation, and thus we can use the sociomateriality lens to 
zoom out on each actor of value co-creation. Through sociomateriality, routines are the result of 
imbrications of human and material agencies (Leonardi, 2011). In SDL, routines are equivalent to 
resource integration as explained by Singaraju et al. (2016). Thus, ‘human’ and ‘technology’ can also 
be seen as actors in SDL that develop service ecosystems together (Kannan et al., 2019). Whether 
technology is used in a person’s routines depends on the human interpretation of the technology’s 
features and how far they are able to adapt to each other. Thus, building on sociomateriality and SDL, 
we theorise enablers and constraints of value co-creation into four categories: firm, technology, 
individual participants, and social. Sociomateriality’s critical realism differentiates ‘social’ from 
‘individuals’ (Faulkner and Runde, 2013), whereby ‘social’ reflects interaction between actors. While 
we recognise that there are different approaches in theorising sociomateriality, agential realism and 
critical realism (Leonardi, 2013), this study uses a critical realism approach which incorporates the 
effect of agency in sociomateriality phenomena. The critical realism approach has been selected 
because recent studies have revealed the influence of social aspects in online value co-creation (e.g. 
Fisher, 2019; Frasquet-Deltoro et al., 2019; Osatuyi and Turel, 2019) which indicate the importance of 
highlighting social as a different actor from individual participants.

To disentangle the intertwining of sociality and technology in online communities, Mynatt et al. (1998) 
recommend exploring dimensions that represent a balance between technological and human 
elements, that is, affordances. Affordance is described as "possibilities for action … between a 
technology and the users that enable or constrain potential behavioural outcomes in a particular 
context" (Evans et al., 2017, p. 36). Using a relational approach to affordances is useful to explain the 
consistency of effects within and across organisations; when focusing on relationships and not on the 
property of technology (Dinsmore, 2019; Treem and Leonardi, 2012). Thus, we refer to Evans et al. 
(2017) and Treem and Leonardi (2012) to classify enablers and constraints for technology. 
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3. Research Method
Our approach for conducting this systematic literature review has been inspired by Brereton et al. 
(2007) and Kitchenham (2007), and our analysis of the selected studies has been guided by Durach et 
al. (2017). Our review includes three primary stages: initiation and selection, analysis and coding 
procedure, and findings (Figure 1).

• Criteria definition and pilot searches
• Search and selection of primary 

studies
• Result refinement

• Additional key terms and criteria 
identification

• Backward and forward citation

Initiation and 
Selection

• Extracting related data
• Distilling, overlapping, and merging 

related data based on research 
questions

• Classification scheme, evaluation, 
develop classification framework

Analysis and 
Coding Procedure • Primary study map

• Refined 
conceptual 
framework/model 
and comparison 
with initial model

• Gaps and future 
studies

Findings

Figure 1. Methodological Phases

3.1 Initiation and Selection
3.1.1 Criteria Definition
Criteria definition can be formulated through a combination of knowledge, brainstorming (Gamble et 
al., 2016), and expert opinion (Kitchenham, 2007). In addition, alternative terminology and inherent 
application categories or practices can be used as additional key terms (Gamble et al., 2016). For this 
systematic literature review, the key terms were chosen based on the research questions. These 
keywords were value, creation, and online environment or online community. This ensured we did 
not filter results based on the type of online communities. Accordingly, these three terms and 
additional alternative terminologies were used as the initial strings. “Virtual” was also used because 
some papers from the first cycle of searching used “virtual” to express “online”. Searches were 
conducted across titles, abstracts, and keywords. 

(“Value” or “benefit”) AND “creation” AND (“online” or “virtual”) 

Tranfield et al. (2003) advise researchers to limit the subject area or topics for a search because when 
the results cover autonomous sub-fields, researchers may struggle with an overload of information 
and the creation of transdisciplinary understanding. Accordingly, one set of results can be considered 
more relevant compared with others if the subject areas are closer to the main study. Thus, we 
selected computer science, business, management, and accounting as the subject areas. We also 
included social sciences to cover social aspects of online communities. The search was limited to 
papers written in English. In addition, instead of using separate databases such as EBSCO, 
ScienceDirect, and the Association for Computing Machinery Digital Library, we used Scopus as our 
source for the search that includes papers from all major databases. 

3.1.2 Search and Selection of Primary Studies
The selection of primary studies comprised six steps. Figure 2 illustrates how the 1,947 total identified 
references from the keyword selection were filtered. We started with keywords, followed by the 
application of inclusion criteria. We found 665 papers that met the inclusion criteria. The next step 
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was to screen the title, followed by an assessment of the abstract and finally a screen of the body text. 
The four actors, as identified earlier, were used as the screening criteria for the title, abstract, and the 
body: individual participants, using an online environment (it could be only an online environment or 
a mix between online and offline environments), users’ perspectives, business-to-customer and 
customer-to-customer in an environment sponsored by a firm, and peer-reviewed journals. Each 
screening was conducted twice and Cohen’s kappa was calculated to examine the reliability of the 
selection (Kitchenham, 2007). Manifestations of reliability were: stability (the process is unchanging 
over time), reproducibility (replicability), and accuracy (the process conforms to its specification) 
(Krippendorff, 1989). Finally, we selected the 35 documents that met all the criteria for the review. 

Screening the title, abstract, and body of the text produced a Cohen’s kappa value above 0.4 (0.6 for 
title screening, 0.7 for abstract screening, and 0.6 for body text screening), which according to De 
Wever et al. (2006)  is at an acceptable level and reflects the stability and accuracy of the selection. 
Disagreements in the selection were resolved by combining the first and second screening results. In 
the last selection stage, disagreements were resolved by reading the body of the text for a third time 
and a decision was made accordingly.  

Wolfswinkel et al. (2013) suggest that forward and backward citation should be undertaken until no 
new relevant papers are found. A simple scan of the references is suggested by MacDonell et al. 
(2010). We used the latter approach, as the number of initial primary studies was adequate (35 
papers) and realistic due to time constraints. First, we conducted the backward search by scanning 
reference lists and then used Google Scholar to identify additional related papers (forward search). 
After we added the result of both the backward and forward searches, 54 studies were identified.  
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35 documents   + 54 final 
documents

Backward and 
Forward Citation

19 Documents

(“Value” or “benefit”) AND “creation” AND (“virtual consumer environment” or “online” or "virtual")

Inclusion Criteria: time frame (>2000) and quality (peer reviewed articles)

Inclusion criteria: subject areas (computer science, business, 
management, and accounting subjects, social science), language 

(English)

Title screening (Inclusion criteria: single 
customers (business to customers), online 

environment, B2C, C2C; exclusion criteria: B2B) 
Cohen kappa 0.6

Abstract screening 
Cohen kappa 0.7

Body text screening
Cohen Kappa 0.6

1,947 documents

828 documents

665 documents

179 documents

67 documents

Figure 2. Systematic Review Process

3.2 Coding Procedure
We conducted a primarily inductive analysis of each of the selected publications, and examined the 
body of their text. We identified and classified concepts relevant to value co-creation. To extract 
enablers and constraints, we included papers with empirical evidence as well as review papers. We 
then extracted enablers and constraints as well as their corresponding description, and classified them 
into ‘technology’, ‘firm’, ‘individual’, and ‘social’. The first author came up with the first iteration of 
this classification, and the second and third author completed the second iteration. Disagreements 
were resolved by going back to the original papers and examining the context and descriptions 
associated to each item. As an example of how we conducted the coding procedure, Chen et al. (2012) 
reported “firm sponsoring feedbacks” and “sponsoring firm responses” as important concepts in 
relation to individual participation in co-creation initiatives. In addition, (Nambisan and Nambisan, 
2008) found that the sponsoring firms respond to customers’ input, and develop plans for formal and 
informal communication. Thus, we encapsulated these findings into a category called formal and 
Informal communication. Next, we grouped categories into themes. For example, formal and informal 
communication, share decision making, activity development, and identify creative customers were 
classified under a theme called Participatory Leadership. We repeated this process for all the selected 
papers. Table 1 provides samples of quotes and findings for each theme and Table 2 presents the 
categories included under each theme.
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3.3 Quality Assessment of the Review 
We used the following strategies to assess the quality of the review. Firstly, as recommended by Boell 
and Cecez-Kecmanovic (2015) and with regard to the research questions, we explained the reason for 
the systematic literature review as well as its protocols under Introduction and Background. Secondly, 
to improve the reliability of the selected studies for this review,  we used Cohen’s kappa as suggested 
by Kitchenham (2007). Lastly, we used process validation and report validation to increase the validity 
of our systematic literature review. Process validation was conducted by the second and third author 
to assess the inclusion and exclusion criteria, the protocol, and the provision of single steps that can 
potentially be replicated by other researchers (Brereton et al., 2007). Report validation was done by 
conducting internal and external reviews (Brereton et al., 2007; Kitchenham, 2007), with the second 
and third author conducting the review to validate the results that were initially found by the first 
author. Additionally, five external experts reviewed the protocol and findings, and provided detailed 
feedback. Revisions were made based on their reviews. 

4. Findings
4.1 Primary Study Map
A primary study map was developed to provide the context for the analysis (Brereton et al., 2007) and 
to systematise the important elements of the selected studies (Boell and Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2014). 
The following items were extracted from the selected studies and were included in the study map: (i) 
demographic details of the studies (source, authors, year, disciplines, type of study); (ii) research 
design (collection and analysis, literature review, empirical study), (iii) research abstract and 
questions, and (iv) findings of reviewed studies and relevant body of the text. 

Selected papers in this review were published from 2000 to mid-2017. Research into online 
collaborative communities have been dominated by quantitative research: 44% of studies were 
quantitative versus 32% qualitative and 11% used mixed methods (Figure 3). The most commonly used 
methods were surveys, interviews, and content analysis. Most studies examined existing co-creation 
communities as the context of the study, and conducted qualitative or quantitative methods to study 
the community and its members. Only one study used action research (Kohler et al., 2011) and another 
study conducted literature review (Zhao and Zhu, 2014). The scope of the latter study was limited to 
the concepts and applications of crowdsourcing, and called for scholars to further study the 
crowdsourcing context from participant, firm, and system perspectives.

qualitative
32%

quantitative
44%

mixed
11%

literature 
review

2%

Conceptual 
and essay

11%

Figure 3. Data Analysis and Disciplines
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Given the importance of theories in the information systems (IS) research (Mueller and Urbach, 2017), 
we also looked at the distribution of theories used in the selected papers (Figure 4). We found that 36 
of the 54 studies (67%) drew on 25 theories to provide a theoretical basis to explain, describe, or 
predict their corresponding research questions (Figure 4). Our findings projected a higher level of 
adoption of theories than Zhao and Zhu (2014) review of crowdsourcing in which only nine of 55 
papers provided a theoretical basis. We found that service-dominant logic (12 studies) followed by 
social capital theory (5 studies) were the most cited theories in our selected studies. 

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20

no explicit theories
Service dominant logic

Social capital theory
Extrinsic VS extrinsic motivation

Social exchange theory
Social cognitive theory

Social identity theory
Uses and gratification

Theory of planned behaviour
Affordance 

Componential theory of creativity
Consumer culture theory

Cothrel’s framework
Cutrona and Russell’s typology of social support

ESQUAL
Expectancy theory

Holbrook value model
List of personal values 

Quality-Value-Satisfac...
Relational capital theory

Sociomaterial
stimulus–organism–resp...

Tension-reducing theory
Collective action

Value attitude behaviour model
Wenger’s five cycles of value creation

Number of Paper

Figure 4. Theories Used in the Literature

4.2 What are the Enablers and Constraints in Sponsored Online Communities?
We classified enablers and constraints into four categories reflecting four actors (Table 2): Firm, 
Technology, Individual Participants, and Social. Firm reflects the firm that sponsors the online 
community, Technology is the online platform that hosts the community, Individual Participants are 
members of the community, and Social is the interaction between Technology, Firm, and Individual 
Participants. 

We firstly extracted enablers and constraints from the different studies, and then aggregated them 
based on their similarities. The underlying subcategories for Social, Individual Participants, and Firm 
represent the enablers that emerged from our analysis of the selected papers. However, for 
Technology, subcategories were informed by threshold criteria for substantiating purported 
affordances (Evans et al., 2017), in which the name of each enabler was inspired by corresponding 

Page 9 of 29

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/intr

Internet Research

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



Internet Research

10

definitions in Treem and Leonardi (2012). For example a feature called “library tool” is used  by 
teachers to share their material (Booth and Kellogg, 2015), which helped teachers to locate teaching 
material shared by others. Treem and Leonardi (2012) called this interpretation of technology as 
Visibility affordances. Therefore, we categorised that as Visibility under technology. 

Examples of excerpts for each enabler are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Sample quotes

Enabler Sample quote
Participatory Leadership “…actively engaging community members in management and decision 

making in order to avoid or solve conflicts and create understanding.” 
(Gebauer et al., 2013, p. 1522)

Reward System “For example, every year Microsoft selects Most Valuable Professionals 
from customers who contribute to the product support” (Nambisan and 
Nambisan, 2008, p. 58)

Transparency “…managing customer expectations and minimizing potential negative 
outcomes. This requires a high degree of transparency.” (Nambisan and 
Nambisan, 2008, p. 60)

Content Quality “content quality aspects are the critical elements to deliver value 
through an online community” (Seraj, 2012, p. 215)

Equality “people should help those who have helped them by returning 
equivalent benefits” (Wiertz and de Ruyter, 2007, p. 352)

Sense of Community “Sense of community has a positive influence on customers’ attitudes 
towards engagement” (Zhang et al., 2015b, p. 319)

Similarity “The members believe that common experiences and a shared vision 
help them understand one another more easily and better, facilitate 
interactions among peers” (Zhao et al., 2015, p. 77)

Trust “Mutual caring and a feeling of being safe were common in OHC 
members’ interactions. These factors also significantly influenced OHC 
members’ interactions, including whether they were willing to talk 
openly about personal difficulties or express needs for help.”  (Zhao et 
al., 2015, p. 77)

Association "C2C interactions-related cues in engagement platforms promote 
interpersonal communication, favoring the development of high-quality 
relationships with other customers“ (Blasco-Arcas et al., 2014, p. 398)

Interactivity “Influenced by interactivity and media richness (e.g., Steuer 1992), 
virtual worlds can increase telepresence (Suh and Lee 2005). 
Telepresence can be understood as the sensation of ‘being there’ in a 
mediated environment in time and place” (Kohler et al., 2011, p. 774)

Persistence “In particular, several NSTA LC members noted the ways in which the 
Portfolio Tool and the ‘LibraryTool’ enabled them to more effectively 
leverage growing knowledge capital.” (Booth and Kellogg, 2015, p. 690)

Visibility ”refer to all descriptors on the site that facilitate and enable the 
customer’s goal attainment” (Zhang et al., 2015a, p. 469) 

Motivation “The results indicate that customer participation in co-creation projects 
is motivated by four distinct types of benefits and also that co-creating 
customers differ in their motivational level.” (Constantinides et al., 2015, 
p. 21)

Personal Attribute “…a specific personality type leads to a diversity of usage … influence the 
motivational factors for users to contribute to innovation activities.” 
(Ståhlbröst and Bergvall-Kåreborn, 2011, p. 311)
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Enabler Sample quote
Personal Evaluation “…customer perceptions regarding the extent to which interactions in 

the VCE offer these four benefits will shape their actual participation” 
(Nambisan and Baron, 2007, p. 44)

Constraint 
Low Participatory 
Leadership

"Managers need to avoid the temptation to control the community and 
instead need to create a flexible environment in which participants feel 
free to engage in other conversations and activities they are interested 
in …" (Ind et al., 2013, p. 22)

Unsuitable Reward 
system

“…I do not think participants exchanged a lot of new, crucial knowledge. 
Very few people put forward the sort of knowledge that might jeopardize 
their chances of winning…” (Hall and Graham, 2004, p. 242)

Low Personal Attribute "Interaction becomes stronger as human capital increases, and a reverse 
relation also hold true" (Wu and Fang, 2010, p. 576)

Low Visibility “Our findings suggest a more subtle process is present and that replacing 
intermediaries by the use of self-service technology empowers only 
certain consumers and not others. Hence, for some individuals co-
production does not lead to co-creation of value.” (Harrison and Waite, 
2015, p. 516)

Only a few constraints were reported in the selected papers compared to the enablers in the same 
categories. The constraints related to the firm are the temptation to control interactions in online co-
creation communities (Ind et al., 2013) and the use of unsuitable reward systems (Hall and Graham, 
2004). The temptation to control comes from low share decision making and activity development, 
which fall under Low Participatory Leadership. While technology assists in enabling co-creation, 
presenting too much information and complex features can inhibit value co-creation because that 
leads to a low Visibility to search and locate information, and a limited understanding of commands 
and features (Harrison and Waite, 2015). An individual related constraint that can inhibit value co-
creation is the capacity for individuals to perceive and use the technology to interact with other actors 
(Harrison and Waite, 2015; Wu and Fang, 2010). 

Unlike constraints, the selected studies reported a relatively long list of enablers of value co-creation 
in online communities. These enablers are often interrelated and can reinforce each other. For 
example, sense of community is built by the ability to develop a collective morality (Evans et al., 2017; 
Hall and Graham, 2004) that is embedded both in the technological system (e.g. Zhao et al., 2015) and 
the social system (Bugshan, 2015) to facilitate communication. A sense of community encourages 
interactivity affordances when there is an opportunity for all members to contribute on an equal basis 
(Stewart Loane et al., 2015). Interactivity in this context makes the connection between participants 
more attractive, playful (Seraj, 2012) and develops equality (Ind et al., 2013). Interactivity also creates 
the opportunity to develop trust and connection that can lead to a sense of community (Ind et al., 
2013). In addition to that, Visibility affordances lead to transparency, which then encourage members 
to participate (Nambisan and Nambisan, 2008). 

Table 2. Categories, Themes of Enablers, and Sources

Enabler Theme Description Sources
Firm
Participatory 
Leadership 

Listens and responds to the 
community by proactively 
leveraging the power of the virtual 

(Chen et al., 2012; Gebauer et al., 2013; 
Hasan and Rahman, 2017; Kohler et al., 
2011; Nambisan and Nambisan, 2008)
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Enabler Theme Description Sources
community to mutually benefit 
consumers, for example, by 
involving participants in decision-
making, this gives them the 
freedom to share their opinion.

Reward System Refers to the incentives, financial 
or non-financial, that the provider 
gives to encourage customer’s 
participation in value co-creation.

(Füller, 2006; Hall and Graham, 2004; 
Hasan and Rahman, 2017; Jeppesen and 
Frederiksen, 2006; Nambisan and 
Nambisan, 2008; Zhang et al., 2015b)

Transparency Clarity and transparency related to 
the process, role, and outcomes.

(Hasan and Rahman, 2017; Nambisan and 
Nambisan, 2008)

Social
Content Quality Usefulness and balance between 

personal opinion and credible 
information.

(Laing et al., 2011; Seraj, 2012)

Equality The norm of reciprocity and 
perception of fairness.

(Gebauer et al., 2013; Wiertz and de 
Ruyter, 2007)

Sense of 
Community 

A feeling of belonging, which is 
marked by shared consciousness, 
shared rituals and traditions, and a 
sense of moral responsibility.

(Brodie et al., 2013; Bugshan, 2015; Chen et 
al., 2012; Gebauer et al., 2013; Hall and 
Graham, 2004; Healy and McDonagh, 2013; 
Laroche et al., 2012; Nambisan and Baron, 
2007; Pongsakornrungsilp and Schroeder, 
2011; Wiertz and de Ruyter, 2007; Zhang et 
al., 2015b; Zhao et al., 2015)

Similarity Common connections, interests 
and hobbies.

(Brodie et al., 2013; Misra et al., 2008; Zhao 
et al., 2015)

Trust Safe feelings from the 
environment, built from policies 
and cultural norms, which enables 
participants to express ideas and 
to experiment with new ways of 
approaching problems.

(Laing et al., 2011; Seraj, 2012; Zhao et al., 
2015)

Technology
Association The ability to establish 

connections between individuals 
and between individuals and 
content. 

(Blasco-Arcas et al., 2014; Hasan and 
Rahman, 2017)

Interactivity The ability to enable members to 
come together in different ways 
such as collective or asynchronous 
contribution by individuals.

(Füller et al., 2009; Hasan and Rahman, 
2017; Kohler et al., 2011; Misra et al., 2008; 
Nambisan and Nambisan, 2008; Seraj, 
2012)

Persistence The ability to provide information 
in the same form.

(Booth and Kellogg, 2015; Hasan and 
Rahman, 2017)

Visibility The ability to locate information 
related to knowledge, behaviour, 
preferences, and communication 
network.

(Booth and Kellogg, 2015; Cheung and To, 
2016; Hasan and Rahman, 2017; Kohler et 
al., 2011; Kang, 2014; Nambisan and 
Nambisan, 2008; Zhang et al., 2015a)

Individual
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Enabler Theme Description Sources
Motivation Reasons and benefits that the 

individual receives.
(Brodie et al., 2013; Bugshan, 2015; 
Constantinides et al., 2015; Fernandes and 
Remelhe, 2016; Füller, 2006, 2010; Kang, 
2014; Nambisan and Baron, 2007; Roberts 
et al., 2014; Schaedel and Clement, 2010)

Personal 
Attribute

Quality or characteristic of an 
individual participant such as 
interest, knowledge, and skills.

(Füller, 2010; Hasan and Rahman, 2017; 
Jeppesen and Frederiksen, 2006; Mai and 
Olsen, 2015; Ståhlbröst and Bergvall-
Kåreborn, 2011)

Personal 
Evaluation 

Refers to participant evaluation of 
interaction experience, which 
includes previous experiences, 
affective evaluation, and the 
assessment of what is gained and 
what is given up in the online 
community.

(Blasco-Arcas et al., 2014; Füller, 2010; 
Kang, 2014; Nambisan and Baron, 2007)

Figure 5 provides a sense of how much emphasis is given to each enabler and constraint by showing 
the breakdown of the frequency citations for each enabler. The top cited categories for each actor are 
Sense of Community in ‘social’, Motivation in ‘individual’, Visibility in ‘technology’, and Reward System 
in ‘firm’. Only a few papers cite other categories. This figure suggests that the reviewed literature has 
covered all categories with largely focused on certain aspect within each category. 
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Figure 5. Breakdown of Citation to Enablers and Constraints
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4.3 Firm Roles in Sponsored Online Communities to Co-Create Value
The synthesis of results from the selected studies unpacks the fundamental role of firm roles in value 
co-creation and their associated enablers. Zhang et al. (2015b) explain the importance of making a 
distinction between the two firm roles, as a co-creator and as a facilitator, in nurturing collective action 
in online co-creation communities. Although other studies do not discuss much about the relationship 
between these roles, they implicitly demonstrate that facilitating and encouraging participants’ 
engagement in co-creation activities  will benefit both the firm and participants (e.g. Fernandes and 
Remelhe, 2016; Smaliukiene et al., 2015). Below we outline what each of the firm’s roles entail and 
how they co-exist and are interrelated. 

Firstly, when a firm takes a facilitator role, it needs to take the perspectives of other stakeholders 
equally into consideration. As a result, the focus in managing online communities switches from an 
economic-based approach to one that is more spontaneous and playful (Ind and Coates, 2013). This 
suggests that the sponsoring firm should let participants explore opinions and have fun with other 
participants without expecting any particular outcomes, but rather for the joy of doing so. As 
facilitator, however, the firm should be able to connect participants’ common interests (Zhang et al., 
2015b) because participants appreciate dialogue around topics of interest rather than questions and 
answers (Gummerus, 2010) and also the dialogue becomes an arena for them to socialise (Ind et al., 
2013). These engagements develop social identity, a sense of community, trust and shared goals 
(Healy and McDonagh, 2013; Laroche et al., 2012; Zhao et al., 2015) that may bring benefits such as 
loyalty and sustainability for the online community (Brodie et al., 2013; Healy and McDonagh, 2013; 
Seraj, 2012; Zhang et al., 2017). However, this can lead to consequences such as an increased demand 
to control the firm. A study by Healy and McDonagh (2013) shows that strong engagement of 
individuals in the community may encourage them to seek more control over the co-creation process. 
Therefore, the sponsoring firm as a facilitator should be mindful of maintaining the balance between 
the firm’s goals and the collective power coming from individuals in the online community.

Secondly, when the firm takes a co-creator role, it needs to engage actively with individual participants 
in the community (Füller et al., 2009; Zhang et al., 2017). In order to do this, the firm should 
understand what individual participants’ needs and expectations are relating to their engagement 
with the sponsoring firm. As a co-creator, the firm should: pay attention to developing appropriate 
reward systems (Blasco-Arcas et al., 2014; Elsharnouby and Mahrous, 2015; Fernandes and Remelhe, 
2016; Harrison and Waite, 2015); understand individuals internal and external participation motives 
(Braun et al., 2016; Fernandes and Remelhe, 2016); develop  transparency in the processes and tasks 
and the selection of appropriate technologies to support tasks (Füller et al., 2009; Harrison and Waite, 
2015; Nakatsu et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 2016). 

Thirdly is the co-existence of these roles. Firm roles as co-creator and facilitator are complementary 
and interrelated (Blasco-Arcas et al., 2014; Bugshan, 2015; Ind et al., 2013; Misra et al., 2008; 
Nambisan and Baron, 2007; Nambisan and Nambisan, 2008; Wiertz and de Ruyter, 2007; Wu and Fang, 
2010; Zhang et al., 2017).  A study of value creation in a sponsored online community by Barrett et al. 
(2016) shows the importance of iterative and concurrent cycles of interactions between participants 
and the sponsoring firm to the business strategy. Interactions between participants are also positively 
associated with idea generation in co-creation (Chen et al., 2012; Wu and Fang, 2010). This shows that 
the co-existence of the two firm roles are necessary for long-term value co-creation in online 
communities. The co-existence of these roles is also important to minimise the negative reactions of 
participants’ dissatisfaction. For example, the study by Gebauer et al. (2013) shows that social 
enablers help to reduce the damage caused by the dissatisfaction of co-creation by calming down the 
negative discussion. Although most studies imply the positive effect of the combination of these two 
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roles, it is hard for individual participants to engage in collaboration in a competitive environment 
(Hall and Graham, 2004). This is because participants are afraid to lose their chance to win the 
competition. Aligned with this finding, Zhao et al. (2016) suggest that the orchestration of the 
facilitator and co-creation roles of the firm should be based on the types of tasks requested of the 
individual participants. 

5. Discussion
Engaging with online communities has become increasingly important for companies, as these 
communities can contribute to the companies’ digital and open innovation initiatives through 
strengthening the relationship between the firm and their consumer for product and service 
development (Nakatsu et al., 2014; Zhao and Zhu, 2014). The transition from innovation to the use of 
technology during the process of innovating presents a golden opportunity to be seized up upon by 
information systems researchers (Nambisan et al., 2017). The high visibility of peer communication in 
online communities has increased the chance for the sponsoring firm to co-create value with 
participants (Grönroos, 2019). Although previous studies have shown the benefits of sponsoring an 
online community for value co-creation, not many comprehensively report on what the beneficial 
critical factors from various actors are, nor do they report on how firms should coordinate voluntary 
participation. By using SDL, sociomateriality, and the affordance lens to generalise findings, this study 
has contributed to existing knowledge in two ways. Firstly, the findings reveal and disentangle 
enablers and constraints for the four defined actors: firm, technology, individual participant, and their 
inter-relationships (‘social’) as depicted in Figure 6. Secondly, the findings systematically uncover the 
importance of the firm roles in managing online communities, the associated enablers and constraints 
for each role, and the trade-off between each role.

5.1 Enablers and Constraints for the Four Actors: Firm, Technology, Individual 
Participant, Social
We found that constraints and enablers are the result of individuals’ evaluation of the technology, the 
firm, the social, and themselves. Firm-related enablers stress the need for the sponsoring firm to listen 
and respond proactively to the online community. For example, Nambisan and Nambisan (2008) 
suggest modifying products or processes to respond to customer ideas and suggestions. Findings also 
highlight that the design of reward systems, clarity and transparency in processes, roles, and outcomes 
are also important for the firm in attracting and retaining individual participants to co-create value 
(e.g. Füller, 2006; Hall and Graham, 2004; Jeppesen and Frederiksen, 2006; Zhang et al., 2015b). 
Individual-related enablers represent three individual attributes: motivation, personal attributes, and 
evaluation toward the online community. While personal attributes influence consistent pattern of 
thoughts, feelings, and actions. Evaluation is a result of previous experiences and a comparison of 
what is given up with what is received in return. Positive evaluation will strengthen the participation 
in value co-creation. These attributes may either emerge internally from individual participants, or 
occur because of their interactions with peers in the online community (such as positive and negative 
feelings generated from their interactions). Technological enablers are individuals’ interpretation of 
the technology, which manifest in association, interactivity, persistence, and visibility capabilities. For 
example, a repository tool in an online community for educators (Booth and Kellogg, 2015). The 
repository helps educators to share materials that they use in their classes. The repository keeps the 
material and shows it to other users in the same format. This persistence capability helps other 
educators to learn what others do in their classes. These capabilities enable members of the online 
community to interact and co-create value. 
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The list helps the firm to evaluate their online community, understand their strengths, and develop 
appropriate strategies. For a firm that wishes to have long-term engagement with customers in an 
online community with no specific tasks, it becomes important to maintain the social enablers because 
they help in developing loyalty and sustainability for the online community (Brodie et al., 2013; Healy 
and McDonagh, 2013; Seraj, 2012; Zhang et al., 2017). On the other hand, if the firm has a clear agenda 
and they do not wish to engage with the participants in the long-term, the social enablers are not as 
important. As presented earlier (Section 4.2), social enablers affect and can be affected by 
technological enablers. Therefore, the decision of how much effort to dedicate to the development of 
social enablers influences the selection of types and technology attributes which support the online 
community.

Given that only four of the selected studies reported constraints (Hall and Graham, 2004; Harrison 
and Waite, 2015; Ind and Coates, 2013; Wu and Fang, 2010), there is little known about what limits 
value co-creation in firm sponsored communities. One hypothesis we found states that the ecosystem 
does not work well, which leads individuals to believe that some actors do not assist them in achieving 
their goals, which in turn may cause the individual to leave the community or not participate. The 
second hypothesis is that the ecosystem works well, but as it progresses, some members of the 
community may find the new environment non-compatible with their interests, skills, or other, 
personal factors. In this scenario, the community will stay active, but the individual may leave or stop 
participating. Once an individual leaves the community, the underlying reason for their departure will 
be lost, so therefore it is important for the firm to monitor the outflow and participation level 
continuously.

On the other hand, an enabler gives individuals an impression that other actors can help them to 
benefit from their engagement in the online community. Participants who join, stay alert to, and/or 
participate in online co-creation communities perceive the firm, the ‘social’, and the technology as 
affordances and enablers that help them produce value for themselves. This does not mean that 
constraints do not exist. The constraints may exist, but when individuals are challenged to create 
value, they may decide not to join the community or may leave the community in the absence of 
perceived value. Therefore, identifying constraints is challenging, particularly if we only consider 
‘active’ participants as the source of data. These findings, in turn, call for and encourage future studies 
to empirically explore and extend our understanding of constraints in value co-creation in online 
communities. 

5.2 Firms Roles in Managing Online Communities
Figure 6 integrates enablers, constraints, and the four actors in value co-creation ecosystems. The 
primary advantage of the classification framework is identifying, distilling, classifying, and integrating 
prior findings on value co-creation in firm sponsored online communities in a single framework. The 
firm’s roles as a facilitator and co-creator develop sub-systems that spontaneously sense and respond 
to each other iteratively and concurrently in a service ecosystem. The ability to sense and respond 
actively will determine the continuation of value co-creation in online communities. Through listening 
and advocating participants’ interactions, the sponsoring firm will be able to develop a detailed 
understanding of where the firm’s offerings fit the customers’ overall needs. On the other hand, 
participants also sense and respond to the firm’s co-creation activities. The result of these activities 
will determine their relationships with others in the online community. Thus, value generation in one 
sub-system will influence engagement in another sub-system in an iterative manner. The use of 
technology makes the sensing more spontaneous. These ongoing cycles become the engine of value 
co-creation in online communities. 
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FIRM ENABLER AND CONSTRAINT

PARTICIPATORY LEADERSHIP
1. Activity development
2. Creative costumer identification
3. Formal and informal communication
4. Share decision Making

REWARD SYSTEM
1. Customer recognition program
2. Monetary reward
3. Reputation mechanism
TRANSPARENCY
1. Customer role transparency
2. Outcome transparency
3. Process transparency

CONSTRAINT
Low part icipatory leadership
Unsuitable reward system

SOCIAL ENABLER

SENSE OF COMMUNITY
1. Community identity
2. Obligation to community
3. Social bond

EQUALITY
1. Norm of reciprocity
2. Perceived of fairness

SIMILARITY
1. Members’ commonality
2. Shared interest

TRUST
1. Benevolence trust
2. Integrity trust

CONTENT QUALITY
1. Balance between personal and fact
2. Usefulness of information

INDIVIDUAL PARTICIPATION ENABLER 
AND CONSTRAINT

MOTIVATION
1. Benefit
2.  Commitment
3. Expectation
PERSONAL ATTRIBUTE
1. Current skill and knowledge
2. Personal belief
3.  Personal type
PERSONAL EVALUATION
1. Affective evaluat ion
2. Previous experience
3. Value equity

CONSTRAINT
Low personal attribute

TECHNOLOGY ENABLER AND 
CONSTRAINT

ASSOCIATION
1. Association between individual and content
2. Interpersonal relationship

INTERACTIVITY
1. Interact ive feature
2. Social translucence
3. Virtual reality

PERSISTENCE
1. Accessibility
2. Consistent Presentation

CONSTRAINT
Low visibility

VISIBILITY
1. Knowledge center
2. Searching tool
3.  Rating system
4. Usability

VALUE CO-CREATION ECOSYSTEM

Firm engages actively with individual 
participation

Firm focuses on reward systems, internal & 
external motives, and tasks.

Firm as Co-Creator
Firm               Individual Participant

Individual participant Individual participant

Firm as Facilitator
Firm allows participant to explore opinions and have 

fun with other participants without expecting any 
particular outcomes.

Strong engagement of individuals in the community 
may encourage them to seek more control over the 

co-creation process.

Figure 6. Value Co-Creation Ecosystem in Sponsored Online Communities 

Page 18 of 29

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/intr

Internet Research

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



Internet Research

19

When firms sponsor an online community to co-create value with participants, they should employ 
appropriate reward systems, a degree of participatory leadership, and a certain level of transparency 
in tasks, processes, and policy. Our findings show that combining the co-creator and facilitator roles 
will help strengthen social enablers, which help tackle dissatisfaction during the co-creation process 
and nurture idea creation, loyalty, and engagement. The importance of social enablers in the online 
communities for value co-creation is undeniable (e.g. Fisher, 2019; Frasquet-Deltoro et al., 2019). 
However, along with the increase in social enablers, the sponsoring firm also exposes themselves to 
the challenge of maintaining control over value co-creation in its online community (Healy and 
McDonagh, 2013). To manage that challenge, the sponsoring firm should engage in appropriate 
communication and change the model of communication with individual participants to a model of 
interactive communication within the community. In relation to innovation, the ability to change the 
communication between participants into interactive communication between firm and individuals 
will create a dialogue, which aligns online community resources with the firm’s goals. This can improve 
the learning process of the firm, which can eventually lead to innovation (Nambisan et al., 2017; 
Winkler and Wulf, 2019). In a different situation, such as the spreading of a negative conversation 
between participants, the sponsoring firm should take considered action (e.g. Brunner et al., 2019; 
Hornik et al., 2019; Khobzi et al., 2019; Lin et al., 2018). The conversation techniques used to change 
negative communication into a constructive environment for value co-creation should be based on 
the overall social situation in the online community (Hauser et al., 2017). Often when the online 
community enjoys strong social enablers such as sense of community, other participants will also take 
action to calm down conflicts in the online community. 

5.3 Directions for Future Research
The above classification framework along with analysis lays groundwork for future research on 
enablers and constraints in value co-creation in online communities. More specifically, this study 
proposes the following potential areas for future investigation:

 Constraints in value co-creation: Our analysis reveals that only four studies (Hall and Graham, 
2004; Harrison and Waite, 2015; Ind et al., 2013; Wu and Fang, 2010) examined constraints in 
value co-creation and thus more studies are needed to explore them further. One of the ways 
to identify constraints is by identifying the mechanisms of affordances that can act as both 
enablers and constraints. Affordances help us understand constraints by considering 
constraints as difficulties that individuals encounter during practice (Anderson and Robey, 
2017). Affordances in relation to sociomateriality provide avenues for research in information 
systems by shifting the focus from technology features to technology capabilities. This can 
help researchers explain why the same technology may have different results in different 
contexts. Considering technology as an actor with its own capabilities will also help us expand 
our understanding of the role of technology in value co-creation.

 Exploring the relation between firm related enablers and firm role navigation: The research 
into online co-creation communities will grow in the future as more firms engage with their 
customers to create value collaboratively. Our findings from the extensive review of the 
literature demonstrate an increasing interest in this domain over the past few years, and have 
revealed opportunities and challenges that offer directions for future research. In particular, 
future research focus on firm roles and firm related enablers is encouraged. While the 
classification framework draws attention to firm roles in managing value co-creation, more 
studies are needed to discuss the juggling between these two firm roles, as a facilitator and 
as a co-creator. Only four studies explicitly examine the sponsoring firm role as a facilitator 
(Healy and McDonagh, 2013; Ind and Coates, 2013; Zhang et al., 2015b; Zhao et al., 2015).  
The relations between these roles and enablers as well as constraints are also still vague. For 
example, the firm as a co-creator needs to take charge of and engage in a participatory 
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leadership, reward systems, and transparency. Will the efforts of the sponsoring firm in 
fulfilling participants’ needs for socialising develop a sense of community, similarity, 
information quality, and equality in the online community? How should firms navigate these 
two roles to maintain value co-creation? 

 Examining causal relationships between firm, technological and social related enablers, and 
how they may relate to, or limit each other: Individual related enablers represent three 
individual attributes, namely, motivation, personal attributes, and evaluation toward the 
online community. These attributes may either emerge internally from individual participants 
or occur as a result of peer interactions in the online community (such as positive and negative 
feelings generated from their interactions). Technological enablers are also the result of 
individual participants’ interpretations of features available in the platform. Our findings 
suggest potential causal relationships between these enablers. For example, sense of 
community relates to interactivity afforded by the technology (Stewart Loane et al., 2015). 
Seeing value co-creation as ecosystems requires an integrative perspective to understand how 
these actors influence and limit each other. It will be advantageous to explore further how 
these enablers relate of limit each other. Future research may advance the framework by 
exploring the dynamic and longitudinal effect on enablers and constraints. In addition, 
previous studies in knowledge collaboration propose fluidity as the element of online 
communities that sustains value creation (Faraj et al., 2011; Ransbotham and Kane, 2011). 
Fluidity refers to movement of participants coming and going in online communities. 
Interestingly, we found that none of our selected studies discusses fluidity as an important 
enabler or constraint in value co-creation. Moreover, considering fluidity as an enabler seems 
to contradict some already defined enablers such as sense of community, trust, and equality. 
For example, how sense of community is developed if participation is fluid. Faraj et al. (2016) 
suggest that the rapid trust that exists in online contexts could be one possible explanation of 
fluidity as being less harmful or even beneficial to value creation. We suggest that this calls 
for further explanation and more research in the future. 

 Contextual Frameworks: Specific types of online communities sponsored by a firm may call for 
a different result of firm roles, enablers, and constraints. Examples of specific types of firm 
sponsored online communities are crowdsourcing (Nakatsu et al., 2014), open source online 
communities (Stewart Loane et al., 2015; Zwass, 2010), and online co-creation brainstorming 
(Chen et al., 2012). Investigating how firm roles, enablers, and constraints are different in 
various settings would improve our understanding of the value co-creation process and may 
have important implications for managing online communities in different contexts. 

 Operationalising the classification framework: The proposed framework in Figure 6 provides 
a basis for the operationalisation of the classification framework (e.g., creating measures).  
The definition and list of prior research provided in Table 2 can facilitate further measurement 
of each enabler and constraint. For example, studies have operationalised individual 
participants’ engagement in value co-creation in a number of ways, including: (i) measuring 
the duration activities in the online communities (Chen et al., 2012), (ii) emotional bonds 
(Brodie et al., 2013), and (iii) submit ideas (Füller, 2006).

 Guidelines for managing value co-creation: Enablers and constraints described in this paper 
can help to manage and even evaluate value co-creation in sponsored online communities. 
Evaluating the communities based on the direct economic benefits inhibits the sponsoring 
firm in capturing greater benefits from online communities, and, in turn, the firm misses an 
opportunity to address business challenges (Cothrel, 2000). In the innovation context, 
measurement based on output of the online communities is challenging because we cannot 
measure something when we do not know what we are looking for (Monteiro, 2018). We may 
not be able to measure things that we do not yet know, but we can identify enablers, 
constraints, and firm roles in the process of value co-creation. Based on that, a baseline can 
be set and progress above the established baseline can then be assigned.
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6. Theoretical Implications
This study discovered a comprehensive set of enablers and constraints based on the four actors 
identified in the literature review. Value co-creation is shaped by the firm’s generative roles as a 
facilitator and co-creator and by the fluidity of the online community. Our model demonstrates the 
shift of control from firms to individual participants in online communities, and conceptualises the 
inter-relationship between various actors in value co-creation. This reflects a situation where firms 
may be persuasive, but online communities are not a place of corporate control. The co-creation 
process also depends on how individual participants understand and make meaning of the firm and 
the technology. By adopting the two firm roles, the sponsoring firm is better able to manage the 
tensions between control and ‘laissez-faire’ in order to maintain and sustain value co-creation.

While Vargo and Lusch (2016) introduced service ecosystems in value co-creation and Storbacka et al. 
(2016) brought these macro concepts to a more observable level, they did not explicate how this 
ecosystem operates. They put the focus solely on the engagements as the micro foundation for value 
co-creation and left the service ecosystems in relation to engagements inadequately justified.  
Through our model, we have bridged the engagements between actors and the service ecosystem and 
clarified how the ecosystem works through these engagements. Additionally, previous studies in 
sociomateriality consider technology users as a single actor and do not differentiate the sponsoring 
firm and the individual participants as different actors. Yet, to the best of our knowledge, no prior 
studies have examined how a balanced relationship between consumers and firm can be established. 

7. Practical Implications
This study offers a number of important practical implications for designing co-creation strategies and 
improving co-creation practices by delineating the resources that can influence value co-creation in 
online communities. 

The firm as a co-creator can take advantage of our list of enablers and constraints in designing the 
supports for the online community, such as technology, reward systems, and participatory leadership. 
For example, the findings in Table 2 can guide practitioners in developing platforms that optimise and 
foster actors’ interactions for productive value co-creation. These findings can also guide the 
appropriation of technology and the social environment so that they support each other. Our results 
show that individual factors (motivation, personal attributes, and participants’ evaluation of the online 
community) are critical because they can act as enablers or constraints. In the online world, power 
shifts from the firm to individuals as information about products and companies become more 
transparent (Sinclaire and Vogus, 2011). This emphasises the active and equal roles of participants in 
the context of online co-creation communities (Abedin and Babar, 2018). Therefore, the sponsoring 
firm as a facilitator should understand their participants’ characteristics and take action to maintain 
enablers based on these characteristics. One tactic for gaining a good understanding of the 
participants is by allowing participants to interact and co-create value in the online community (Brodie 
et al., 2013; Gebauer et al., 2013) 

Our model also acknowledges and emphasises that sponsored online communities need to benefit 
participants, which will eventually bring value to the firm (Blasco-Arcas et al., 2014; Bugshan, 2015; 
Ind et al., 2013; Misra et al., 2008; Nambisan and Baron, 2007; Nambisan and Nambisan, 2008; Wiertz 
and de Ruyter, 2007; Wu and Fang, 2010; Zhang et al., 2017). Our proposed model highlights the 
importance of supporting value facilitation between participants. Therefore, the sponsoring firm 
should be able to navigate its roles as a facilitator and co-creator so that the online community 
remains attractive for participants while creating value for the sponsoring firm. Our findings guide the 
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sponsoring firm in developing strategies for aligning the online community to its business goals by 
raising the firms’ awareness of the enablers that are most closely associated with each role and the 
trade-off between these two roles. It also informs the sponsoring firm when they should shift their 
role from co-creator and facilitator. For example, if sponsoring firms do not have a long-term goal for 
an online community, but rather wish to fulfil a specific task, then they may focus on the co-creator 
role with limited efforts to facilitate value co-creation between participants on the platform (Hall and 
Graham, 2004). Examples include GE echo imagination challenge (Majchrzak and Malhotra, 2013), 
Boeing world design team (Piller et al., 2011), and Swarovski enlightened watch design community 
(Gebauer et al., 2013). In this context, the sponsoring firm should focus on the transparency of 
processes, outcomes, and participants’ roles. On the other hand, if sponsoring firms initiate online 
communities for a long-term goal such as to find new opportunities, then they have to pay attention 
to the value facilitation role and develop strong social enablers (Priharsari et al., 2019). Lastly, the 
extracted enablers and constraints may also help decision makers to assess and monitor their existing 
communities’ environment and take action accordingly. For example, social enablers are helpful for 
decision makers to understand the level of sense of community and allow them to develop 
appropriate actions if the level of sense of community is not as expected. 

8. Conclusions and Limitations
This paper reviewed and synthesised past research in value creation in firm sponsored online co-
creation communities and considered the perspectives of participants and other actors. In this 
research, we recognise and identify the contextual nature of the reviewed literature, and the shapers, 
enablers, and constraints from the participants’ point of view. Enablers and constraints are identified, 
distilled, classified, and integrated into a classification framework. Because these findings are based 
on the literature, the limitations of the reviewed papers also apply to this research. This challenge was 
managed carefully and explained in the quality assessment section. However, this does not guarantee 
that this study is immune to the common limitations of literature reviews (Boell and Cecez-
Kecmanovic, 2015). For example, the dependency on the selected keywords brings the implication 
that the characteristics only include affordances that relate to value creation. 

Our proposed value co-creation model provides a rich picture of value creation in online co-creation 
communities and facilitates continued enquiry into online community practices. Our findings have led 
to: (i) the identification of four actors in sponsored online communities; (ii) the uncovering of enablers 
and constraints for value co-creation in online communities emerging from these four actors; and (iii) 
the uncovering of two simultaneous roles (co-creator and facilitator) a sponsoring firm should take in 
value co-creation journey as well as the interrelationship between them. These findings are significant 
to the development of our understanding of the management of sponsored online communities. 
Additionally, we also expand the understanding of the service ecosystem proposed by SDL and 
contribute to the development of sociomateriality theory.
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