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ABSTRACT

Discussion forums – from idea creation to incremental innovations:
Focus on heart-rate monitors.

The main purpose of this study is to analyse how discussion forums can be
employed for incremental idea generation. The first and second sub-objectives
concern the extent to which discussion forums contain potential ideas for
incremental product innovation and the potential of discussion forums in cre-
ating consumer value. The third and fourth sub-objectives show how consum-
ers should be integrated into idea generation and how consumer emotions
towards an innovation evolve along the online discussion.

The theoretical framework of the study includes consumer integration strat-
egy especially during the idea generation phase, the creation of consumer
value in conjunction with consumers and emotions. The empirical data
comprised 2,187 discussions gathered from 28 either general or company
maintained forums related to heart rate monitors.

Discussion forums contain possible ideas for incremental product innova-
tion. Consumers are eager to innovate and share their expertise for product
improvements that would benefit their training. Discussion forums contain
basic, performance and excitement factors, employed here to define consumer
value. These value attributes exist among unselected participants in all studied
forums. The ideas discussed by participants mainly relate to performance
factors that concentrate on efficient training and training results.

Online forums can be utilised in product innovation without any company
intervention, although not very efficiently. Either a closed forum established
for innovation purposes with both company representatives and consumers
interacting or a closed or open forum with a product innovation evangelist
directing the discussions are promising methods for consumer integration. The
role of an evangelist is especially important when a discussion takes a negative
turn. Negative emotions spread easily among consumers, changing from dis-
appointment with a product to anger directed at the company unless the
company reacts fasts. Therefore it is important not only to handle consumer
complaints but also to rapidly address problems that evoke negative emotions.

Keywords: idea generation, product innovation, discussion forums, consumer
value, emotions





TIIVISTELMÄ

Keskustelufoorumit – ideoiden luomisesta vähittäisiin innovaatioihin:
Tarkastelukohteena sykemittarit.

Tämä tutkimus käsittelee keskustelufoorumeiden hyödyntämistä vähittäisten
innovaatioiden ideointiin. Tutkimuksen alatavoitteet käsittelevät poten-
tiaalisten tuoteinnovointi-ideoiden esiintymistä keskustelufoorumeilla, keskus-
telufoorumeiden potentiaalia kuluttajien arvon tuottamisessa, kuluttajien
integrointia ideoiden kehittämiseen keskustelufoorumeilla sekä kuluttajien
tunteiden kehittymistä nettikeskustelun aikana.

Tutkimuksen teoreettinen viitekehys keskittyy kuluttajien integrointistrate-
giaan ideoiden kehittämisvaiheessa, arvon luomiseen yhdessä kuluttajien
kanssa sekä tunteisiin. Empiirinen aineisto koostuu 2178 keskustelusta 28
yleiseltä tai yrityksen ylläpitämältä sykemittareihin liittyvältä keskustelufoo-
rumilta.

Keskustelufoorumit sisältävät mahdollisia ideoita vähittäisiin tuoteinnovaa-
tioihin. Kuluttajat ovat innokkaita jakamaan osaamistaan saadakseen parempia
tuotteita harjoittelunsa tueksi. Keskustelufoorumeilta löytyy vähimmäisvaati-
mukset täyttäviä perustekijöitä, suoritukseen liittyviä tekijöitä sekä yllätyste-
kijöitä, jotka kaikki määrittävät kuluttajan kokemaa arvoa. Ideat, joista kulut-
tajat mieluiten keskustelevat, liittyvät pääasiassa suoritustekijöihin: erityisesti
tehokkaaseen harjoitteluun ja harjoitustuloksiin.

Keskustelufoorumeita voidaan käyttää tuoteinnovointiin ilman yrityksen
osallistumista keskusteluihin, joskin suhteellisen tehottomasti. Suljettu inno-
vaatiofoorumi, jossa kuluttajat ja yrityksen edustajat ovat vuorovaikutuksessa,
on selkeästi tehokkaampi vaihtoehto. Myös ”tuoteinnovaatioevankelistan”
ohjaama suljettu tai avoin foorumi on lupaava vaihtoehto. ”Evankelistan” rooli
on erityisen tärkeä keskustelun muuttuessa negatiiviseksi. Negatiiviset tunteet
leviävät helposti kuluttajien keskuudessa muuttuen tuotepettymyksestä vihaan
yritystä kohtaan, ellei keskusteluun puututa nopeasti. Tästä syystä sekä kulut-
tajien valitusten että negatiivisia tunteita aiheuttavien ongelmien nopea ja
tehokas käsittely on äärimmäisen tärkeää.

Avainsanat: tuoteideoiden kehittäminen, tuoteinnovointi, keskustelufoorumit,
kuluttajien kokema arvo, tunteet.
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1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Product innovation as a research topic

Schumpeter (2008, 65)1 argues that innovation is not of intellect, but of will.
The concepts of “innovation” and “invention” are often presented together or
even as synonyms (Fagerberg 2005, 4). However, most researchers distinguish
innovation from invention by explaining that innovation is concerned with the
commercial and practical application of ideas or inventions (Trott 2005, 13–
14) or creating and delivering new consumer value in the market place
(Carlson & Wilmot 2006, 6). Invention can also be defined as action actively
directed at the discovery of new and useful knowledge on products and
processes (Schmookler 1957, 321), although it should be noted that an inven-
tion does not necessarily lead to an innovation (Schumpeter 1927, 293). As
this study concentrates on product improvements and consumer value, the
term innovation is employed throughout the study.

Consumers’ perception of newness is essential in product innovation, not
the actual newness (Robertson 1971, 6; Rogers 2003, 12). A minor but
successful improvement in a product can make it look or feel like new, thus
making it desirable to consumers. Product innovations, either totally new
products or improvements, can be divided into radical and incremental, of
which incremental innovations are bases for continuous improvements to
existing products (Hilzenbecher 2005, 49) or minor changes in attributes of
consumers’ perspectives (Hoonsopon & Tuenrom 2009, 155; Reichwald et al.
2007, 21; Schilling 2008, 43–44). Incremental innovations might not be new
or exceptional; they might only comprise minor adjustments or changes to
existing practices (Schilling 2008, 43–44) with a lower risk than that attached
to radical innovations (Prandelli et al. 2008, 2). The majority of companies’
innovations are incremental, thus involving products that already have an
existing consumer base (Ulwick 2005, 7). Although improvements might be
minor, incrementally new products can have very significant economic conse-
quences (Schulze & Hoegl 2008, 1743).

As presented in table 1, different characteristics have been related to the
definitions of innovation and incremental innovation. The table shows both the

1 Originally published in 1951
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different emphasis relating to the concept of innovation and that essential
content perceived in innovation activity varies. Quite often, innovation is
linked with creativity (e.g. Amabile et al. 1996, 1158); however, it can also
relate to consumer value (Carlson & Wilmot 2006, 6) or, for instance, market
eligibility (Seely 2003, ix). Seybold (2006, 15) argues that innovation emerges
naturally when there is a difference between consumers’ needs and products
that exist on the market, whereas Trott (2005, 15) emphasises the importance
of the conception of new ideas as the starting point of innovation.
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Table 1 Definitions of terms for innovation and incremental innovation.

Innovations in general
Author Essential content Definition

Amabile et al.
(1996, 1154)

Creativity Innovation is the success-
ful implementation of
creative ideas within an
organisation.

Carlson & Wilmot
(2006, 6)

Consumer value Innovation creates and
delivers new consumer
value in the marketplace.

Fagerberg (2005, 4) Practice Attempt to carry inven-
tion out into practice.

Johne (1994, 47) Improvements and radical
alterations

Includes both improve-
ments and radical altera-
tions.

Robertson (1971, 6)
Rogers (2003, 12)

Newness Perceived newness by the
consumer is essential.

Seely (2003, ix) Market eligibility Innovation is invention
implemented and taken to
market.

Seybold (2006, 15) Consumer needs and
wishes

Occurs naturally as a re-
sult of the structural or
creative tension between
what consumers want and
what exists on the market.

Trott (2005, 13) Commercialisation Innovation is concerned
with the commercial and
practical application of
ideas or inventions.

Incremental innovations
Hilzenbecher (2005, 49) Continuity Continuous improve-

ments to products.

Ulwick (2005, 2) Improvements Innovation results from
improvements made to
existing products and ser-
vices.

Hoonsopon & Tuenrom
(2009, 155)
Schilling (2008, 43–44)
Reichwald et al.
(2007, 21)

Adjustments Minor changes or adjust-
ments in attributes in the
consumer’s perspective

Schilling (2008, 43–44) Adjustments Not particularly new or
exceptional, minor ad-
justments to existing
products.
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Product improvement ideas are typically presented in discussion forums
that offer large amounts of unstructured and undirected communication. As
such, they are a relevant source for incremental product innovation and, there-
fore, this study only concentrates on incremental product innovation. As the
study is conducted by observing consumers in discussion forums over a
particular time period, it is not possible to analyse the continuity of specific
product improvements. Through combining the other criteria presented in
table 1, incremental innovation is understood in this study as improvements
and adjustments to existing products.

Different models for product innovation process are presented in table 2.
Although the definitions for the concrete phases differ, the basic progression is
rather similar. Most of the models begin with idea generation, proceed to idea
development and end with market launch. To be able to better synthesise the
various models, the different stages have been marked with different colours:
the idea generation stage is marked with light grey in all the presented models,
the development stage with medium grey and the market launch with dark
grey. In addition, it needs to be remembered that product development is a
continuous process and, especially in case of incremental innovations, that the
idea generation stage is also typical after market launch as new product
improvements and modifications are made.
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Table 2 Phases of the product innovation process

Stage-gate innovation process (Cooper 1990, 46)
Preliminary
assessment Definition Development Validation Commercialisation

Product innovation process (Rogers 1983, 135–148)
Recognition
of a problem
or need

Basic and
applied
research

Development Commer-
cialisation

Diffusion
and adop-
tion

Conse-
quences

Proactive new product development process (Urban & Hauser 1993b, 38–47)
Opportunity identi-
fication Design Introduction Life–cycle management

Virtual product development process (Ernst et al. 2004, 196)
Idea generation
and evaluation

Concept building and
project selection Development Testing Market

launch
Product innovation process (Herstatt & Verworn 2003, 9)

Idea generation
and evaluation

Working with the
concept, product
planning

Development Building the prototype,
pilot use, testing

Cyclical product innovation process (Wahren 2004, 22–23)
Preparatory
phase Idea generation Idea evaluation Idea implementation

New product development model (Trott 2005, 212)

Idea
genera-
tion

Idea
screening

Concept
testing

Business
analysis

Product
develop
ment

Test
mar-
keting

Commer
cialisa-
tion

Monitor-
ing and
evalua-
tion

Innovation process in phases (Soll 2006, 12)
Idea genera-
tion

Concept devel-
opment Development Product test-

ing Market launch

Product innovation process (Wecht 2006, 149)
Idea collection or de-
velopment phase

Further development and speci-
fication of ideas

Shaping and commer-
cialisation

Product innovation process (Soukhoroukova 2007, 3)
Idea genera-
tion

Product con-
cept testing

Product devel-
opment Product tests Product launch

Product innovation process (Reichwald et al. 2007, 20)
Idea genera-
tion and eval-
uation

Concept
presenta-
tion

Development Building the
prototype Market launch

Key stages in the innovation process (Prandelli et al. 2008, 3)
Creating
the idea

Selecting
ideas

Developing
prototypes

Developing the
product Launch

Consumer integration in innovation process (Daecke 2009, 13; Reichwald &
Piller 2006, 44)
Idea
gener-
ation

Concept
develop-
ment

Proto-
type

Product
/ market
testing

Market
launch

Com-
pletion

Fit-
ting

Market-
ing

After
sales

Synthesis of innovation process models
Idea generation Development Market launch
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As shown in table 2, there are many different classifications to the innova-
tion process, the most typical alternative comprising four to five phases and
being linear by nature. The stage-gate process presented by Cooper (1990, 46)
is an example of a linear process, in which the innovation process is divided
into predetermined stages. In this model, each stage is understood as a gate at
which the decision on whether the process should be continued is made
(Cooper 1990, 46).

Although most of the models are linear, Wahren (2004, 22–23) presents an
exception in a form of a cyclical product innovation process, in which the
phases termed idea generation, idea evaluation and idea implementation
follow each other in a circle, but are not strictly separate. Successful innova-
tion requires creative space and surprises; therefore, the process cannot be too
precisely predetermined or rigidly planned. The process is completed by a
preparatory phase that is not part of the actual circle, but forms the background
for a successful product innovation process by helping to check the innovation
capability of the company and plan the actual process (Wahren 2004, 23).

Even though the cyclical process might better describe the complex reality
of product innovation, the linear approach (as seen in table 2) is extensively
employed. This approach is equally employed in studies relating to active con-
sumer integration (e.g. Herstatt & Vervorn 2003; Reichwald et al. 2007;
Wecht 2006) and online product innovation (e.g. Bartl 2006; Prandelli et al.
2008; Soll 2006).

In general, the product innovation literature has concentrated on the later
stages of the product innovation process and studied the question concerning
how recognised opportunities can be exploited (e.g. Cooper 1990; Trott 2005;
Urban & Hauser 1993b). During the later stages, the information is perceived
as more reliable (Verworn & Herstatt 1999, 1) and, therefore, it interests many
researchers and companies. However, if possible, specifying a product clearly
during the early stages of the innovation process seems to lead to cost effec-
tive and efficient work during the later stages (Reichwald et al. 2007, 23).

1.2 Integrating consumers into product innovation

According to product innovation researchers, understanding and meeting con-
sumer needs are among the most important success factors for new products
(Cooper 1994, 61; Cooper & Kleinschmidt 1986, 72; Hauser et al. 2006, 688;
Hayenga 1997, 1; Hoffman 2007, 321; Hoffmann 2006, 2; Wecht 2006, 17;
von Hippel 2001, 247; von Hippel & Katz 2002; Zirger & Maidique 1990,
871). The greatest challenge in product and service innovation is to identify
both existing and future consumer needs (Soll 2006, 8). Therefore, in addition
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to knowledge on former experiences, expectations on how a product will be
employed (Rohracher 2005, 13) and its place on the market (Heiskanen &
Lovio 2007, 5; Tinz 2007, 1), accurate information on consumers’ needs and
the context of use (von Hippel 2001, 84–85) are essential

Piller (2006, 1) describes the traditional innovation process as a relatively
closed system in which new products and services result mainly from inter-
nally operated and controlled activities. However, many companies have
already recognised the importance of involving their consumers in their pro-
cesses and creating networks of experts to improve the product innovation
process. For example Finnair asked consumers to test airplane seats2 that will
be in use in 2014, and a Finnish travel agency, Aurinkomatkat3, recently
launched a competition to determine the most desired new travel destinations
and the best service packages for them.

Innovative consumers typically form a rather loosely coordinated network
around a company (Chesbrough 2003), especially in social media (Piller 2006,
85). Anyone can participate in social media discussions, and it is impossible to
know whether they have a customer relationship with the focal company. Most
typically, they are consumers that either use the product in question or merely
have a general interest in it. Therefore, the term consumer is employed in this
study also to cover the terms customer, user, client and buyer, which are often
employed as synonyms.

The main challenge for a company lies in its ability to channel the enthusi-
asm and creativity of consumers in social media and the inspiration of its
company professionals into a conveyable engineering result that takes busi-
ness interests into account (Van Rompaey et al. 2005, 1). Both the company
and its customers have their own perceptions on how a sociable, likable and
usable product can be planned and built, although, as borders are disappearing,
they are expected to depart from their traditional positions. Closer consumer
integration in product innovation will benefit the company; the greater their
involvement with the product, the more pronounced the impact on consumers’
attitudes towards the company (Nambisan & Baron 2007, 49).

Consumer integration entails collective responsibility, and refers to the
company’s overall attitude towards consumer involvement (Ettlie & Reza
1992, 797–800). In the literature, consumer integration has been employed
synonymously  with  the  concepts  of  cooperation  and  collaboration (Antola

2 Finnairin blogi (2013)
3 Aurinkomatkat blogi (2013)
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2009, 28), although there are slight differences4. Consumer integration empha-
sises the active role of consumers in the innovation process, in which both the
company representatives and consumers work closely together to solve con-
sumers’ problems (Daecke 2009, 12; Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2004a, 5).
Grüner & Homburg (2000, 12) encourage companies to interact with consum-
ers during the early and later stages of the innovation process. Although they
found no benefits in interacting with the consumers during the medium stages
of the innovation process, they emphasise the importance of consumer inte-
gration whereby consumers are kept informed and interested in the process to
avoid their knowledge and contribution being lost.

In this context, the definition “open innovation” has been actively dis-
cussed. The nature of social media, its openness and concentration on interac-
tivity has enabled anyone to participate in the innovation process. Seybold
(2006, 18) describes open innovation with the definition “outside innovation”,
emphasising the importance of developing a deep understanding on consum-
ers’ tastes and preferences, and also realising what consumers want to accom-
plish (Seybold 2006, 18; Ulwick 2005, 23). Open innovation means idea crea-
tivity, sharing knowledge and solution information in a clearly bigger group
(Piller 2006, 90); however, this also exposes information and plans to both
consumers and competitors.

As shown in figure 1, cooperation with consumers in product innovation is
often linked with early stages of the product innovation process but is,
however, also important in later development phases (Bartl 2006, 2; Carbonell
et al. 2009, 539; Cooper 1994, 66; Cooper & Kleinschmidt 1995, 439; Wobser
2003, 53). Consumer activity is at its highest at the beginning of the process;
however, afterwards, their active participation significantly reduces, unless it
is encouraged and supported by the company or by other participants. In addi-
tion to idea generation, consumers can also be employed in the development
of chosen ideas, choosing and concretising ideas, discussing and improving
optional solution details, preparing for the market launch, development of
marketing concepts (Füller 2006, 639; Hoffmann & Konrad 2007, 14;), evalu-
ating prototypes or conceptualising products (Franz & Wolkinger 2003, 3;
Henkel & Sander 2003, 74), testing products and providing end user support
(Nambisan 2002, 392) and developing new products (Luthje & Herstatt 2004,
555). In addition to the product innovation process, consumers can also reflect
their consuming habits and make product innovators aware of their needs,

4 Collaboration aims at achieving creative results and new product improvement ideas (Kvan
2000, 409) in a persistent close dialogue (Prandelli et al. 2008, 14), whereas cooperation relates to
informal relationships that can exist without a defined mission or structure (Mattessich & Monsey
1992, 22) and are only short-term (Keast et al. 2007, 17).
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competing products, different forms of usage, environmental factors and new
handling methods (Hoffmannn & Konrad 2007, 12).

Figure 1 Consumer integration over the product innovation process

Incremental innovations mean constant product improvements or minor
adjustments. For instance, Google AdSense and GoogleEarth are results of
continuous improvements, failures, successes and consumer feedback
(Wojcicki, 2011). Therefore, the consumer integration process is different, as
shown in figure 2. A product that has been launched onto the market starts a
new idea generation phase, as consumers voice their ideas for product
improvements and adjustments. As such, consumer integration appears as a
series of never-ending waves.



22

Figure 2 Consumer integration over the incremental product innovation process

In comparison with the situation shown in figure 1, in which consumers
were mainly needed at the beginning of the product innovation process, figure
2 emphasises the continuous need for consumer integration. As incremental
product improvements follow each other and new needs emerge, consumers
are constantly needed to put forward their opinions and ideas.

In relation to online consumer integration, definitions such as co-creation
and consumer involvement have become popular. In co-creation, the consumer
is perceived as an active collaborator over the whole innovation process, stat-
ing ideas and sharing consumption experiences (Kristensson et al. 2007, 475–
476). Online communities can have both consumers and manufacturers as
members, of which at least some reveal and discuss ideas that the others find
to be of interest (von Hippel 2005, 94). Lundkvist & Yakhlev (2004, 249)
emphasise the involvement of both consumers and company professionals:
new ideas are jointly co-created and both sides are committed to the action.
Here, the online platforms and applications enable companies easily to change
traditional one-way interactions to a real conversation with consumers, also
adding the social aspect, desired by consumers, to the interaction (Sawhney et
al. 2005, 2).

The definition consumer co-creation can also be considered a strategy in
open innovation with consumers. Traditionally, consumer integration was
perceived as cooperation with innovative and motivated consumers who were
eager to innovate anonymously and without any or very little company inter-
action, whereas, in open innovation, companies and consumers work closely
together (Martini et al. 2012, 2). Companies stock the online forums with
useful tools and infrastructure that increase the speed and effectiveness with
which the consumers can develop and test their innovations (von Hippel 2005,



23

93). It needs to be remembered, however, that the main motivating factor in
open innovation is the creation of value in the form of improved products
(Sawhney et al. 2005, 6). Value creation will be further discussed in subsec-
tion 2.4.

Consumer integration has definitely interested researchers and the body of
literature available on it is extensive. The new social media environment has,
however, brought interesting new possibilities to the discussion. Weber (2009,
15) emphasises the role of consumers in social media: the consumer is in
control. In addition, participants in discussion forums expect non-commercial
interaction between members, not company interventions (Pitta & Fowler
2005, 271). Consumer integration does not exist without company intervention
in some form. However, in social media, company intervention per se can
even have very negative effects on the company. Social media concerns inter-
action between individuals, and direct company intervention can cause very
negative outbursts, especially if the intervention is regarded as advertising or
promotion. Despite their importance, these aspects have not been given much
attention by researchers.

Intervention is accepted from individuals, even experienced professionals,
offering help and guidance (Pitta & Fowler 2005, 271, in this study termed
social media evangelists. Social media evangelists are mentioned in the social
media marketing literature and are described as fanatical consumers ready to
act as company evangelists and spread positive word-of-mouth on its behalf
(Dwyer 2007, 76). During this study, a suitable definition for a product inno-
vation evangelist in social media will be sought, with the goal of promoting
consumer integration in idea generation. Social media will be further
discussed in the following subsection.

1.3 The potential of social media in product innovation

Social media is tightly linked with Internet-based applications that are planned
for online conversation, socialising and networking, and are based on Web
2.0-technologies (Ahlqvist et al. 2007, 13). The applications are at least partly
based on user-generated content (Kangas et al. 2007, 12), with ratings, re-
views, comments, voting processes and different assessments being typical
(Evans 2008, 37). Social media concentrates on interaction between people; it
means sharing information and experiences (Evans 2008, 31). In addition to its
informative side, the social aspects are also often emphasised (Hintikka 2007,
25). Characteristics for social media are participation, openness, conversation,
community and connectedness (Mayfield 2008, 5), and it is based on natural
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and genuine conversation between individual people concerning mutual inter-
ests (Evans 2008, 38).

The popularity of social media can be partly explained by the potential for
everyone to publish and participate. Lietsala & Sirkkunen (2008, 139) empha-
sise the popularity of sharing personal stories, photos and videos in social
media, and the participant’s secret wish to become an unofficial journalist.
Most social media applications are easy to use and do not require any specific
technical skills or equipment, a computer or a mobile phone is sufficient.
Thus, it is very easy to stay connected and update profiles, regardless of
physical location or time. Social media applications are constantly changing
with new features being offered and novel applications emerging. Currently,
social networking sites are among the most popular social media applications
in the United States and Europe, especially Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn5,
although other applications such as blogs, discussion forums, wikis, virtual
worlds and photo, audio and video sharing are also widely employed.

Changing social, economic and technological factors, and also the rapid
development of social media, have created new possibilities to both monitor
and determine consumer needs and preferences. The distance between a
company and consumers has been considerably reduced and the speed of
interaction and feedback has increased rapidly. The main challenge for
companies lies both in attracting and keeping consumers interested in their
products within the rapidly changing social media environment. Companies
should not only determine consumer preferences and needs, but also under-
stand and predict consumers’ responses. Consumers are not only a relevant
source of information on consumer preferences, their wider knowledge can
easily be utilised through interaction. Thus, the high interaction ability of
personnel positively contributes to cooperation between the company and
innovative consumers (Lettl 2007, 69). Although consumers also innovate
independently in online forums, company intervention is required at times.
Participants do not only originate innovative ideas for new products but also
employ their creativity to modify or individualise existing products (Jawecki
et al. 2011, 153).

Online forums and discussion forums, and also virtual forums, online com-
munities and virtual communities, are often employed as synonyms. However,
there are slight differences between definitions relating to forums and commu-
nities, as shown in table 3.

5 Top 15 most popular social networking sites (2013)
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Table 3 Definition of discussion forums and other related terms

Name Essential content Source

Discussion
forums / online
forums

Need for sharing and finding information.

Social interaction and sense of community.

Special technical platform.

Potential to discuss and post content con-
cerning a special theme.

Private interests.

Emerge around a certain topic or interest.

Participants share a hobby.

Participants share an interest, need, infor-
mation exchange or product.

Hagel & Amstrong (1997, 143)

Hagel & Amstrong (1997, 143)

Leimester & Krcmar (2004, 49)

Cong et al. (2008, 1)

Hagel & Armstrong (1997,
134–135)
Hienerth & Lettl (2011, 177)

Herstatt & Sander (2004a, 9)

Preece (2000, 10)

Virtual communi-
ties / online com-
munities

Opportunity to share a sense of community
with like-minded strangers, regardless of
their location.

Special shared interest.

Potential to form webs of personal social
relationships on the Internet.

A special social group with the same need
for information and interaction.

Build trust and a shared idea or goal.

Participants show commitment by regular
and frequent visits.

Groups of people who meet in electronic
forums and form a social organisation.

A virtual space with integrated people,
common goal and platform, where people
give and get support and information.

Groups of businesses, consumers and com-
pany professionals with shared interests,
interacting on the Internet.

A union between individuals or organisa-
tions with shared values and interests inter-
acting regularly online.

Hagel & Amstrong (1997, 143)

Hagel & Amstrong (1997, 143)

Rheingold (1993, 413)

Leimester & Krcmar (2004,
48–49)

Leimester & Krcmar (2004,
48–49)
Ridings & Gefen (2004, 2)

Kling & Courtright (2003, 221)

Preece (2000, 10)

Cothrel (2000, 18)

Schubert & Ginsburg (2000, 2)

Discussion forums can be either private, usually free for everyone to
participate, or company-owned, existing on companies’ websites. Hagel &
Amstrong (1997, 134–135) divide forums between consumer-to-consumer and
company-to-company forums, from which the former are based on the partici-
pants’ private interests and motives, whereas the latter relate to positions at
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work (e.g. a forum for secretaries), specific companies or company groups.
Consumer-to-consumer forums typically emerge around a particular topic of
shared interest (Hienerth & Lettl 2011, 177) and are usually socially oriented
with the participants sharing a common hobby (Herstatt & Sander 2004a, 9),
interest, need, information exchange or product (Preece 2000, 10). Common to
all discussion forums is the need for finding and sharing information and also
social interaction. Participants are typically drawn by the opportunity to share
a sense of community with like-minded people (Hagel 1997, 143) with the
help of a technical platform (Leimester & Krcmar 2004, 49). Consumers meet
in virtual communities and exchange experiences concerning products, ser-
vices and their usage, share ideas for their further development (Jawecki et al.
2009, 1; Herstatt & Sander 2004a, 2; Wecht 2006, 135) and give and receive
information on topics in which they are interested (Sicilia & Ruiz. 2010, 6).

By communities, researchers mean a rather tight social commitment and
employ such words as a “union” (Schubert & Ginsburg 2000, 2), “commit-
ment” (Ridings & Gefen 2004, 2), “sense of community” (Hagel (1997, 143)
and “regularity of visits” (Ridings & Gefen 2004, 2). Although Hagel &
Amstrong (1993, 3) mentions the words “sense of community” also in relation
to discussion forums, the forums are more frequently described as a “shared
hobby” (Herstatt & Sander 2004a, 9; Hienerth & Lettl 2011, 177) , “need for
information”(Hagel 1997, 143; Preece 2000, 10) and “shared interest”
(Hienerth & Lettl 2011, 177). Despite the differences in definitions, both
forums and communities are based on similar technical platforms with the
same basic idea: participants are allowed sequentially to post topics or
comments. Based on the literature review, it can be concluded that clear
divisions do not exist, although the definitions are employed to describe a
rather similar platform and phenomenon. In this study, the above mentioned
definitions are regarded as synonyms. However, throughout the manuscript,
the term “discussion forum” is employed due to the nature of the study. The
interest lies in any consumer, not those specially chosen or closed communi-
ties of innovation.

The nature of the discussion forums poses a challenge for companies: they
must remain interesting for consumers to return to the discussions (Antikainen
2007, 16). In addition, content in social media varies from very high to low
quality items and, sometimes, even abusive content, which poses another
challenge for the company (Agichtein et al. 2008, 1). To date, there are no
solutions for solving this problem, as the right for free participation, publish-
ing and voicing opinions is considered very important in social media.
Mustonen (2009, 33) mentions failed attempts to control the contents;
publishing rights in wikis were restricted to only professional experts, which
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caused a lot of negativity in a form of heated discussion on the principles of
social media. Eventually, the restrictions were removed.

The permanent nature of written texts is one of the most often mentioned
concerns in relation to social media. While they can be referenced later
enabling a searcher to find a solution to a problem, the texts can live forever,
even against the writer’s wishes. In this sense, people can even be abused in
different online applications (Scholz 2008, 8) or the texts can be reproduced,
altered and put into other contexts (Mustonen 2009, 34).

Due to its rapid development, it is very difficult to predict the future for
social media. New applications will most definitely emerge, although their
content is yet unclear. Demopoulos (2007, 26) cites vblogs (i.e. video blogs)
as an example, but admits that it is too early to state what exactly they will be
and how they will be employed. Toivonen (2007, 9) argues that, in the future,
people will hop between the real and virtual worlds while working, innovating
and socialising, whereas Lietsala & Sirkkunen (2008, 14) perceive future col-
laboration in social media bringing new and unexpected results. Thus, the
main challenge for companies lies in their ability to channel consumers’
interest, enthusiasm and creativity into a usable result (Van Rompaey et al.
2005, 1).

This challenge is further fuelled by the fact that innovation in discussion
forums is typically not a straightforward process, in which the final solution is
posted by one participant, but a long process with a dialogue and many con-
tributors (Jawecki et al 2011, 153). Many companies are interested in social
media and its potential and are, therefore, moving towards more open innova-
tion practices that promise easy access to need and problem solving infor-
mation and, thus, help to create a better fit-to-market. For most companies, the
possibilities, rules and also research tools remain unclear and the situation is
not made any easier by the changing social media environment. Social media
has brought changes to society and changed the traditional consumer role from
passive to active, thus enabling companies to face the challenge to interact, to
create contacts and maintain meaningful dialogues with consumers. Some re-
searchers state that, as much as possible, information should be observed
rather than requested (Franke & Shah 2001, 15); others emphasise the role of
interaction and open discussions, even the development of a two-way learning
relationship with individual consumers (Prandelli et al. 2008, 15). It is unlikely
that relevant information can be found only through observation; some ques-
tions or comments are needed to direct the discussions and to obtain the
required details. Although company interaction is tolerated only in some
forms, Pitta & Fowler (2005, 271) emphasise that a level of consumer
tolerance for a company’s postings can be built slowly over time.
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1.4 The research gap

Consumer integration into social media product innovation is an issue of
growing interest among academic researchers (e.g. Bartl 2006; Daecke 2009;
Soll 2006). The results of previous studies show that some participants are
very knowledgeable and have the expertise to create their own high-quality
products (Jawecki et al. 2011 Lettl et al. 2009) and that consumers desire dif-
ferent toolkits for product design (Franke & Piller 2004; Piller & Walcher
2006) and also virtual worlds in which to test product shaping (Daecke 2009).
Similarly, idea competitions on the Internet have been found to be beneficial
for product concept formation (Soll 2006). At a more abstract level, Wobser
(2003) studied the potential to systematise Internet-based consumer integration
in product development, this being complemented by Wecht (2005), whose
experiments were conducted in an offline environment. Furthermore, Füller et
al. (2004, 8) concentrated on community-based innovation, stating that, alt-
hough it seems very encouraging, there are no trustworthy studies indicating
its effectiveness and efficiency for continuous consumer integration. However,
none of these describes the use of discussion forums for idea generation.

The consumer’s role is a theme actively discussed in previous studies
relating to consumer integration in discussion forums. These include studies
concentrating on the selection of the best, most innovative consumers (Bartl
2006), lead users (Lüthje & Herstatt 2004) and the active role of consumers
(Lettl & Gemünden 2005). In addition, Füller et al. (2007) studied innovation
creation in basketball communities and Lettl (2007) contributed to the devel-
opment of a more systematic approach to identify and integrate capable users
into the innovation process. As a result, a need for research on discussion
forums relating to tangible products (Füller et al. 2007, 69) and also a
requirement for better understanding on how to manage consumer and
company interaction in forums was identified (Snow et al. 2012 , 13).

Although the consumer role is a discussed factor in the literature, it does not
provide insights on searching for the most desired consumers, in this case
innovating consumers on the Internet (Lüthje 2000, 3). However, while only
some participants might be capable of creating professional designs, they can-
not design in isolation and need input from other, probably less skilled partici-
pants in the form of challenging questions, opinions and proposals (Füller et
al. 2007, 69); they need their social innovation network (Lettl & Gemünden
2005, 339; Lettl et al. 2009, 252). As the interaction of innovative users with
other partners in discussion forums is crucial for the development and diffu-
sion of potential innovations, it is necessary to study all forum participants (cf.
Hienerth & Lettl 2011, 191).
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The consumer integration literature is primarily based on the company per-
spective, the company being the initiator that involves consumers in ready-
tailored platforms or idea competitions (Daecke 2009; Franke & Piller 2004;
Füller et al. 2009; Soll 2006). As an exception, Hienerth & Lettl (2011) stud-
ied consumers creating innovations without any company intervention and
asking the companies to become involved only at a very late stage in the prod-
uct innovation process. Both of these methods involve company and consumer
intervention; thus, there is a need for observation by the company to source
relevant product innovation ideas. This assumption is further supported by
Piller et al. (2006) who show the effectiveness of non-company mediated
consumer-to-consumer interaction in their study.

The social media product innovation literature is primarily based on the
later stages of the product innovation process; for example, prototype or
concept testing (Daecke 2009; Herstatt & Sander 2004b; Lettl et al. 2009),
shaping individual products (Franke & Piller 2004) and dissemination and
product adaptation (Hienerth & Lettl 2011). This picture has been comple-
mented by studies concentrating on the whole product innovation process in
social media, its efficient management and also innovation (Füller et al. 2007;
Füller et al. 2009) and network and competitive potential (Snow et al. 2012).

Studies relating to the early stages of the product innovation process have
concentrated on management practices in social media (Herstatt et al. 2003;
Herstatt & Verworn 2003) and in an offline environment (Reichart 2002;
Wecht 2005,) and also on some concrete methods for their use, such as idea
competitions (Soll 2006) or creating interaction tools (Füller & Matzler 2007).
There is, however, no single method that can be recommended to “best” man-
age the early stages (Herstatt & Verworn 2001, 21) or to reduce uncertainty
concerning the market and technology (Herstatt et al. 2003, 19). Thus, studies
concentrating on the early stages of the product innovation process do not
offer any specific tools for idea generation or give any indication on the exist-
ence of incremental product innovation ideas in discussion forums.

Furthermore, studies on the early stages of the product innovation process
in discussion forums are related to radical innovations (Füller et al. 2007; Lettl
2007; Lettl & Gemünden 2005). As companies working on radical innovations
need to develop a completely different consumer integration attitude than
companies that aim at generating incremental innovations (Lettl 2007, 53),
there is a need for a study that concentrates only on incremental innovations.

Consumer value has raised interest among researchers in relation to con-
sumer integration and online environments. Pitta et al. (2006) combined con-
sumer value with online relationships, concentrating, however, on marketing
and not product innovation. Despite its potential in value creation, product
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development has been rather neglected and research has concentrated on
market research and marketing activities (Füller et al. 2006, 2).

Academic discussion concerning value creation is centred on creating value
in conjunction with consumers (Ramirez 1999; 50) and understanding the
new, active, informed and connected consumer role (Prahalad & Ramaswamy
2004a, 4). Previous studies show that value comes from interaction (Woodruff
1997, 151) and that consumers must find the process funny, enjoyable and feel
appreciated (Füller et al. 2006, 21). Furthermore, personalised consumer expe-
riences relating to both the process and product usage are key to value creation
(Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2004b, 5). As such, discussion forums are an ideal
place for studying consumer value creation.

In their study relating to value creation in an online environment, Füller &
Matzler (2008) defined product and service attributes comprising basic, per-
formance and excitement factors, and posited that each affects consumer value
differently. However, participants for the study were chosen via advertise-
ments and participated through a questionnaire in the form of a competition.
Thus, there are no studies concentrating on the existence of consumer value
attributes in discussion forums; moreover, none with unselected participants.
The approach is further supported by a previous study, in which the results
show that consumers can easily add details to products (Füller et al 2004), thus
promoting incremental innovations. However, their findings are closely related
to emotions.

Emotions prevailing in online surroundings have been studied to some
extent by academic researchers. Consumer satisfaction (see Füller et al. 2009
for Internet-based co-creation), consumer motivation and ways to influence it
(Bartl 2006) and process satisfaction (Franke & Piller 2004) are examples of
the extant studies. Studies presenting the impact of cultural differences
(Jawecki et al. 2011) and interaction tools (Füller et al. 2009) complement the
picture. According to Pitta et al. (2006, 428) company maintained forums
should be restricted to satisfied consumers only (Pitta et al. 2006, 428), as
positive emotions towards the process can lead to a desire also to engage
actively in future co-creation (Füller et al. 2009). In addition, the results of
previous studies show that addressing critical situations and managing
conflicts in discussion forums requires an open dialogue with co-moderation
and co-negotiation skills (Gebauer et al. 2012) and also understanding on
cultural aspects that affect motivation and creativity (Jawecki et al. 2011).

The findings of the previous studies show that, due to anonymity and the
potential to contact many people simultaneously, it is important to understand
the collective effects within online discussions (Chmiel et al. 2011) and also to
define how, when and why consumers experience positive emotions
(Kwortnik & Ross 2007). There is also a need to study incidents of frustration,
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negative verbal descriptions and frustration behaviour to enable their preven-
tion and facilitate recovery from them. Furthermore, the social media envi-
ronment and consumer postings in different social media applications should
be addressed (Tuzovic 2010, 455). This study concentrates on discussion
forums and consumer postings only in discussion forums.

Previous studies show the need to add emotion to innovation creation and
success (Wood & Moreau 2006, 54) as they are closely related to consumer
experience (Phillips & Baumgartner 2002). The importance of being treated
equally in online innovation and also the easiness with which frustration and
angry reactions can be evoked, has been noted (Gebauer et al. 2012). Further-
more, online environment studies show that it is possible to express strong
emotions anonymously (Coffey & Woolworth 2004; Papacharissi 2004) and
that emotions are voiced intensively (Éthier et al. 2006). Chmiel et al. (2011)
even found that emotional expressiveness is the fuel sustaining some forums.

1.5 The purpose and positioning of the study

Understanding on consumer needs is regarded as essential in product innova-
tion and, thus, consumer integration in the process is essential. Social media is
a relatively new environment with a vast variety of new possibilities for com-
panies. To date, social media applications have been found to be usable for
advertising and promotional purposes.

Social media has interested companies for some time. Product innovation in
social media has been studied to some extent over recent years, although the
main interest has lain in advertising and promotion. The aim of this study is to
analyse the potential of discussion forums for incremental idea generation. A
generally stated wish for many companies is to utilise discussion forums on
the Internet efficiently and for free, thus determining consumer preferences
and ideas for new adjustments and minor improvements to existing products.
In this study, both company maintained discussion forums and general discus-
sion forums concentrating on any theme on the Internet will be studied to de-
termine their potential. Also, with no participation in them, discussions will
only be observed. Thus, it will be determined if it is indeed possible to find
promising incremental ideas without any company participation, but only by
observation.

It is to be assumed that some kind of company intervention is necessary to
fully integrate consumers into the product innovation process. The challenge
lies in the nature of social media, which is very strictly related to interaction
between individuals and not with companies or even company representatives.
Intervention as such is accepted, although it depends on who interacts. From
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this perspective, the role of the so-called social media evangelist will be stud-
ied and defined. As stated in subsection 1.3, social media evangelists are part
of a company’s social media marketing, in which their role is to spread posi-
tive word-of-mouth on the company. In this study, the potential role of a social
media evangelist in product innovation will be studied. Considering its op-
portunities and risks, social media definitely needs to be studied carefully to
determine whether discussion forums have the potential for consumer integra-
tion, value creation with consumers and idea generation, or if it is an unrealis-
tic dream.

As shown in figure 3, these functions are crucial when acquiring a deeper
understanding on employing discussion forums for incremental product ideas.
Figure 3 shows both the theoretical background of the study and some of the
main sources on which this study is based.
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Figure 3 Positioning of the study

It is to be assumed that consumer integration is needed to determine prom-
ising and, to some extent, previously defined and analysed incremental prod-
uct ideas in the long term, rather than only occasionally. Incremental product
ideas are studied here solely through observation. Thus, this study will
complement previous studies related to product innovation in discussion
forums (e.g. Füller et al. 2009; Gebauer et al. 2012).

Incremental product innovation ideas are assumed to create consumer
value. Basic, performance and excitement factors prevalent in the discussions
will be observed in this study. As emotions influence the discussion process in
addition to the outcome, they are also studied in this context.
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The purpose of this study is to analyse how discussion forums can be
employed for incremental idea generation. To achieve this, it is first necessary
to address consumer integration strategy and, especially, to consider the idea
generation phase in the product innovation process, new possibilities offered
to product innovation by social media and the creation of consumer value in
conjunction with consumers. Consequently, the purpose of this study can be
further divided into the following sub-objectives:

1. To what extent do discussion forums contain potential ideas for
incremental product innovation?

2. What would be the potential of discussion forums in creating consumer
value?

3. How should consumers be integrated into idea generation for the com-
pany to determine unmet consumer needs?

4. How do consumer emotions towards an innovation evolve along the
online discussion?

Considering the nature of social media, the consumer in this study is re-
garded as an active actor who is a desired partner in the innovation process.
The process itself is ongoing and aimed at improving existing products to cre-
ate consumer value. The primary empirical material for this study comprises
discussions gathered from 28 different discussion forums relating to heart rate
monitors, with the 20 longest discussions being selected for deeper analysis.

To be able to answer best the research questions, four articles have been
written: “Social media discussion forums and product innovation – the way
forward?”, “Observing discussion forums and product innovation – a way to
create consumer value: Case heart rate monitors”, “Consumer needs and a
systematic plan – the reality of social media discussion forums” and “Man,
this frustrates me: Evolution of consumer emotions in online discussions”.

The presented positioning of the study will be further discussed in the
following chapter. First, attention is paid to idea generation, idea selection and
the role of the consumer, and later to building consumer integration strategy
and also value creation in conjunction with consumers.
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2 CONSUMER INTEGRATION IN IDEA
GENERATION

2.1 Characteristics of idea generation and idea selection

Successful innovation is based on understanding consumer needs and then
developing products that meet those needs (Hauser et al. 2006, 688). In identi-
fying product opportunities, factors in three major areas should be considered.
First, social factors, such as social and cultural trends and drivers and the
recognition of historical trends, are important. Second, technology, especially
emerging new technology, needs to be assessed and existing technology re-
evaluated. Third, the economy, its state, level of disposable income and
potential shifts in focus on where to spend money has to be studied (Cagan &
Vogel 2002, 9).

New products should provide significant value to consumers (Zirger &
Maidique 1990, 880) and, therefore, it is often recommended that consumers
be included in the product innovation process to ensure that they get what they
want (Mantel & Meredith 1986, 29; Grass 2009, 1). Companies have begun to
understand the importance of users as a source of learning, innovation and
product improvement (Rohracher 2005, 29) and realise that direct communi-
cation with consumers enables products to be tailored to their requirements
(Dahan & Hauser 2001, 1). Social media has changed society and business
environments as it enables anyone to publish and participate, and has brought
a definite change to the speed of gathering information for product innovation
purposes.

The value of successful idea generation has long been recognised (Hauser et
al. 2006, 702). In addition to different tools and creativity and also problem
solving techniques, impromptu decisions made at the spur of the moment are
also typical (Koen et al. 2001, 50). Companies need to find a method that is
the best alternative for them and consumers; therefore, different experiments
are typical (Hayenga 1997, 6).

Amabile (1996, 94) emphasises three separate aspects in idea generation:
expertise, creative-thinking skills and motivation, of which motivation is the
easiest to influence. Consumers show expertise in discussions on product us-
age and freely reveal their opinions concerning what functions well and what
should be improved. Those who have not yet used the product themselves ask
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relevant questions on its functioning and ask for buying decision advice, thus
fuelling the discussion.

The process for gathering ideas can be as simple as defining sources of
ideas, deciding on methods of idea generation and screening for new product
ideas (Urban & Hauser 1993b, 118). A critical element for success at this
stage is the ability to communicate ideas (Turunen 2005, 195). Participants
should share their excitement regarding the goal and display a willingness to
help others to generate ideas and maintain their motivation (Amabile 1998,
83). Riedel & Schraps (2010, 100) argue that to succeed in the process, the
preliminary problem needs to be clearly defined, different solution alternatives
sought and chosen solutions properly defined. Ideas with potential for incre-
mental innovations can also include internal improvements, product or service
maintenance or new forms of a previous product (Boeddrich 2010, 146).

It is necessary to generate as many ideas initially as possible (Hayenga
1997, 6; Wahren 2004, 99) or to create very different ideas (Urban & Hauser
1993a, 126). It is not difficult to find consumer ideas on the Internet. Many
consumers are eager to disclose their wishes and expectations, to comment on
new products or product ideas (Kettunen et al. 2007, 124) and freely reveal
information, thus relinquishing existing and potential property rights, to which
all interested parties are given access; thereby, the information becomes a
public good (von Hippel 2007, 302).

Idea generation alone is not sufficient. The correct ideas need to be selected
and pursued to achieve the greatest business value (Koen et al. 2001, 51).
Selected ideas should match product opportunity gaps (Cagan & Vogel 2002,
114–115) and both creativity and economic viability need to be considered
(Prandelli et a. 2008, 33). As such, an initial scenario of a product opportunity
or of a potential consumer segment can be created (Cagan & Vogel 2002,
114–115) increasingly with web-based tools; for example, virtual concept
testing6 (Prandelli et al 2008, 33), information pumps7 (Prelec 2001, 3), and
toolkits for user innovation8 (Prandelli et al. 2008, 35). These web-based tools
have become more common in the innovation process, although they mainly
concentrate on later stages of the innovation process. However, companies
need to remember that, no matter how active the consumers, the core activities
of the innovation process remain managed and controlled by the companies
themselves (Prandelli et al. 2008, 44). Furthermore, the companies are not

6 Companies can develop different product concepts and let consumers compare individual
product features in detail online (Prandelli et al. 2008, 33).
7 A web-based information game in which participants give their evaluations and impressions in
the form of a picture, object or new idea (Prelec 2001, 4).
8 User-friendly tools for the configuration of new products that enable consumers to self-innovate
products (Prandelli et al. 2008, 35).



37

interested in all consumers, but in the most eager innovators. Discussion
forums typically attract many kinds of consumer; for example, those interested
in a product who see the forum as a means to further influence their hobby or
those who only seek information occasionally to assist with a problem. It is
crucial to consider contributions from the correct consumers. The next sub-
section will further enlighten the theme.

2.2 Consumers’ role in idea generation

Consumers with the most experiential knowledge on a product or its feature
are usually also the most motivated to improve it (Sawhney & Prandelli 2001,
263). Knowledge comprises both implicit (i.e. tacit knowledge) and explicit
knowledge, of which the former is unknown and difficult to verbalise or
explain to others (Nonaka et al. 1994, 338)9; although it can be shared, it is not
as easily communicated as explicit knowledge, which is easily articulated and
explained (Reichwald et al. 2007, 26). Thus, as it is needed for consumer inte-
gration, tacit knowledge poses a challenge for companies (Nonaka et al. 1994,
338).

Lüthje et al. (2006, 6) contribute to the discussion by arguing that consum-
ers with explicit knowledge on a product’s usage should be able to generate
useful product ideas as they have employed the product in practice (Lüthje et
al. 2006, 6). However, it should be remembered that while consumers are a
potential source for innovation (von Hippel 1988, 72) who should not be
regarded only as passive persons, their influence on technology should not be
exaggerated either (Rohracher 2005, 11). As the number of consumers partici-
pating in product innovation will probably be limited, the search for and
recruitment of the best innovators becomes essential (Johne 1994, 52;
Rohracher 2003, 189). In addition to knowledge, motivation is crucial at this
point as unsatisfied participants can even systematically and purposefully try
to disseminate their discontent to other participants and give a negative
impression on a product (Gebauer et al. 2012, 9).

Companies do not simply seek any consumers, but those with the greatest
innovation potential. Typically, these consumers will provide ideas to com-
pany professionals. Some researchers even state that new innovations will
more likely come from the correct consumers than from professionals
(Jeppesen & Frederiksen 2006, 10; Shah 2000, 3). The most desired consum-
ers have many labels: innovators, market leaders (Johne 1994, 52), hobbyists

9 Original source Polanyi, M. (1966) The Tacit Dimension. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.
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(Jeppesen & Frederiksen 2006, 10; Lettl et al. 2009, 244; Shah 2000, 3)10,
experienced consumers (Hoffmann & Konrad 2007, 13), early users (Kausch
et al. 2005, 7; Rohracher 2003, 189), reference consumers (Kausch et al. 2005,
7) or so-called lead users (von Hippel 1988, 76). They will be the most rele-
vant participant groups as they will be motivated to discuss and exchange
ideas and information (von Hippel 1988, 76). These consumers have both
product user experience and high explicit knowledge on the focal product
(Lüthje & Herstatt 2004, 554). 11Lüthje & Herstatt (2004, 554) developed von
Hippel’s lead user concept further and labelled them experienced users and
described them as having awareness on new needs, dissatisfaction with present
needs, application and object knowledge and also internal and external moti-
vation.

The innovation potential and motivation of lead users is essentially higher
than normal users (Herstatt et al. 2003, 58; Jeppesen & Frederiksen 2006, 12;
Lettl 2007, 68; von Hippel 1986, 102–106; von Hippel 1988, 107) and they
usually expect economic or personal benefits from innovation activities (von
Hippel 2007, 302). As lead users often try to find solutions to their problems,
they are found to create commercially attractive user innovations and have
been shown to be a highly promising source of innovation for new product
development tasks (Ernst et al. 2004, 123; Schreier & Prügl 2008, 331; von
Hippel 2001, 701).

Lead users are members of a user population who are actively searching for
solutions to their needs, are thus eager to innovate and are currently experi-
encing needs that will later be experienced by many users in the respective
marketplace (Lüthje & Herstatt 2004, 556; Urban & von Hippel 1988, 570;
von Hippel 1986; von Hippel 2001, 791). The lead user method is based on
direct contact between developers and consumers (Hoffmann & Konrad 2007,
13), concentrates on finding, evaluating and developing innovation ideas and
first concepts for new products (Fichter 2005, 51; Hoffmann & Konrad 2007,
14) and also for spotting errors and mistakes in prototypes during testing
(Jeppesen 2005, 349). First, new market trends or product opportunities will
be identified and then the correct lead users will work in close collaboration
with producers to collect information on consumers’ needs and develop solu-
tion suggestions and product concepts (Wecht 2006, 18–19). Lead users share

10 Hobbyists can also refer to company representatives who are involved in hobbyist communities
because of a sports interest (Kotro 2007, 154; Kotro 2006, 159).
11 Motivation, product user experience, eagerness to interact and high explicit knowledge are all
relevant in this study, when researching the discussion forums in question. As they relate to all
definitions of the most desired consumer mentioned above, they will be considered synonyms. The
lead user term is employed in this study as it best describes the focal phenomenon.
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their ideas and concepts as they are very interested in the product and are the
first to employ new products in social networks (Kratzer & Lettl 2009, 655).

In lead user theory, consumer dissatisfaction is regarded as essential as it
means that the product is very important to the consumers (Lüthje 2000, 5;
149). Dissatisfaction stems from consumers becoming aware of their needs
and leads to companies clearly understanding consumers´ needs that are not
being met, which begins the problem solving process (Lüthje et al. 2006, 5;
Lüthje 2000, 31–32). High benefit expectations are often connected to the
experience of new needs that are not addressed by existing market offers
(Lüthje 2000, 5).

In table 4, different consumer roles in the product innovation process are
presented. Consumers are perceived either in a passive role (i.e. a resource) or
in an active role. In addition to concrete active actions such as buying and
using a product or service, consumers can be regarded as initiators (i.e.
defining the need or problem), advisors (i.e. defining the demand, solving the
problem, testing the concept), partners (i.e. developing the product, testing the
prototype) or as marketers when they are pilot or reference consumers or
opinion leaders (Herstatt 1991, 47). Kristensson et al. (2004, 5) emphasise that
consumers should be regarded as co-producers and, thus, as a valuable source
for initiating exploitable ideas, whereas Fichter (2005, 321) perceives
consumers as formulators of demand, suppliers of ideas, evaluators, co-devel-
opers, testers and marketers.
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Table 4 Consumers’ role in the product innovation process

Consumer role Active / passive Researcher
Resource / source Passive Brockhoff (1985)

Nambisan (2002, 394–395)
Szmigin (2003, 80–81)
Wecht (2006, 142)

User / buyer Passive Nambisan (2002, 394–395)
Wecht (2006, 142)

Initiator / giver of
ideas

Rather active Fichter (2005, 321)
Herstatt (1991, 47)

Advisor / evaluator
/ tester

Rather active Ernst (2004, 196)
Fichter (2005, 321)
Herstatt (1991, 47)
Seybold (2006, 23–26)

Formulator of
demand

Rather active Fichter (2005, 321)

Marketer Active Fichter (2005, 321)
Herstatt (1991, 47)

Co-creator / co-de-
veloper / co-pro-
ducer

Very active Ernst (2004, 196)
Fichter (2005, 321)
Kristensson et al. (2004, 5)
Nambisan (2002, 394–395)
Seybold (2006, 23–26)
Szmigin (2003, 80–81)
Wecht (2006, 142)

Lead users / experi-
enced users

Very active Lüthje & Herstatt (2004, 554)
von Hippel (1986; 1988)

Partner Very active Herstatt (1991, 47)
Seybold (2006, 23–26)
Tinz (2007, 82)

Independent
developer

Very active Brockhoff (1985)
Tinz (2007, 82)

Hobbyist Very active Kotro (2007, 162)

Prahalad & Ramaswamy (2004b, 2) describe the change in the consumer
role as a shift from isolated to connected, from unaware to informed and from
passive to active. Furthermore, Kotro (2007, 162) describes active consumers
as hobbyists who, although working within an organisation, also actively par-
ticipate in innovative communities through their own long-term hobby. Thus,
hobbyists not only bring individual insights but also the values and ideals of
innovative hobbyist communities to their work (Kotro 2005, 13).

Due to the new social media environment and its characteristics, various
definitions on consumer roles are employed in relation to discussion forums.
As shown in table 5, the roles of participants are typically defined in relation
to their social commitment and also to the theme. From the company perspec-
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tive, the most desired participants are those with regular visits and postings,
showing expertise in relation to the discussed theme.

Table 5 Consumers’ role in discussion forums

Characteristics Status Identity Researcher

Weak or non-
existent com-
mitment, possi-
ble future po-
tential.

Tourist Contact with the
community is so-
cially weak.

Kozinets (1999,
254–255; 2002, 64)

Contact searcher Contact with the
theme is weak.

Kozinets (1999,
254–255; 2002, 64)

Visitor No identity in the
community.

Kim (2000, 220)

Novice New community
members at intro-
ductory stage.

Kim (2000, 220)

Social interac-
tion important,
whereas the
theme is only
secondary.

Regular Established mem-
bers who are al-
ready socially in-
tegrated.

Kim (2000, 220)

Conversationalist Interested in social
interaction.

De Valck (2005,
121)

Hobbyist Interested in inter-
action.

De Valck (2005,
121)

Theme im-
portant,
whereas social
interaction is
irrelevant.

Devotee Interested in the
theme.

Kozinets (1999,
254–255; 2002, 64)

Opportunist Interested in the
theme.

De Valck (2005,
121)

Informationalist Interested in the
theme.

De Valck (2005,
121)

Functionalist Interested in the
theme.

De Valck (2005,
121)

The most active
and enthusiastic
participants,
both socially
integrated and
interested in the
topic.

Insiders Interested in the
theme and socially
committed to the
community.

Kozinets (1999,
254–255; 2002, 64)

Leaders Volunteers and
staff who maintain
the community.

Kim (2000, 220)

Elders Long-term regu-
lars who share
their knowledge
and expertise.

Kim (2000, 220)

Core members Interested in the
theme, socially
committed.

De Valck (2005,
121)
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Kozinets (1999, 254–255; 2002, 64), labels short-term participants as tour-
ists whose contact with the community is socially only weak or even non-
existent. Also, a contact searcher has only a weak link to the theme of the
community and does not look for social or long-term contacts. The most
important participants are either devotees who are interested in the theme or
insiders who, in addition to the theme, are also socially integrated into the
community (Bartl et al. 2004, 149; Kozinets 1999, 254–255; Kozinets 2002,
64).

Kim (2000, 220): defines participants of virtual communities based on
stages of community involvement. Visitors are persons without persistent
identity in the community, novices are new members who need to learn the
protocol and be introduced into community life, regulars are established mem-
bers who comfortably participate in community life, leaders are volunteers,
contractors and staff who maintain their community and elders are long-term
regulars and leaders who share their knowledge and disseminate the culture.

De Valck (2005, 131) divides participants into the following groups: core
members are found in the overlap between three areas, combining a factual,
interactional and recreational orientation. Opportunists, functionalists and
informationalists share a preference for factual information in the form of
recipes, reviews and articles. Conversationalists stand out for their participa-
tion in the community’s forums and chat rooms, thus their orientation can be
termed interactional. Hobbyists are characterised by their recreational orienta-
tion aimed at involvement with technical functionalities (de Valck 2005, 167).
Opportunists, functionalists and informationalists are oriented towards tasks,
conversationalists are oriented towards interaction, hobbyists are oriented
towards recreation and core members combine the three orientations (de Valck
2005, 172). Those who seldom share ideas but rather comment stand out as
they are the members with the most ties and act as nodes in a community net-
work. Conversely, innovators who only share ideas are rather unattached and
only have limited links to other participants (Jawecki et al. 2011, 154.).

To enable description of the best possible innovators in discussion forums,
the information presented in tables 4 and 5 needs to be combined for further
analysis. In figure 4, the definitions presented are analysed in accordance with
two dimensions: the consumer role both in the product innovation process and
in discussion forums.
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Consumer role in discussion forums

 P a s s i v e A c t i v e

Consumer
role in the
innovation
process

A
c
t
i
v
e

Devotees,
Opportunists,
Informationalists,
Functionalists,
Independent developers.

Co-creators / co-developers /
co-producers,
Lead users / experienced users,
Partners,
Insiders,
Leaders,
Elders,
Core members.

P
a
s
s
i
v
e

Initiators / givers of ideas,
Advisors / evaluators,
Formulators of demand,
Tourists,
Contact searchers,
Visitors,
Novices,
Resource / source,
Users / buyers.

Regulars,
Conversationalists,
Hobbyists,
Marketers.

Figure 4 Consumer role in idea creation in discussion forums

The passive group in both dimensions can be considered to be the least
desired. Customers perceived as a resource/source offer very little potential for
companies. Similarly, contact searchers, visitors, tourists and novices might
have some future potential, although they show very weak or even non-
existent commitment or interest in the product at present. A product user or
buyer is already showing some interest, although there is still no special
interest or commitment to product innovation.

Between passive and active, although closer to the passive aspect, are those
consumers who, from the company, request advice or ask to test the focal
product. Those who formulate demand or market the product are in the same
category; at least at the moment, they do not forecast future potential or
suggest product improvement ideas.

Regulars, conversationalists, hobbyists and marketers are active in discus-
sion forums. However, their role in the product innovation process is rather
passive as they are interested mainly in the social aspects and their commit-
ment to the theme discussed may be rather weak. Conversely, devotees,
opportunists, informationalists and functionalists can be active in the product
innovation process as the theme is of importance to them. Nevertheless, as
social interaction is not relevant to them, they would not be the most desired
participants in discussion forums. Social media is based on interaction, it is not
only information that matters but also the social aspects. Although independ-
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ent developers show high potential in the innovation process, their role in
discussion forums is weak, if not non-existent, as they do not find the social
aspects appealing.

The best innovators have an active role measured by both dimensions. Such
consumers are termed insiders, leaders, elders and core members who all show
commitment to the theme and the theme’s discussion. These participants can
be easily distinguished when reading the discussions; in addition to the con-
cretely labelled category, for example, core members, elders and leaders are
definitions that participants might add to their profiles in a particular forum,
the frequency of postings and their content show dedication to the topic. These
participants, in addition to co-creators, co-developers, co-producers, lead
users, experienced users and partners, play an active role and show interest
and initiative. All of these terms emphasise the interaction between consumers
and company representatives.

Interaction, interest in the theme and social commitment are crucial when
considering the consumers’ role in idea generation. To be efficient in the long
term, companies need to gain trust in the forums and plan the process in detail.
In this, building the consumer integration strategy is essential and will be dis-
cussed further in the following subsection.

2.3 Building the consumer integration strategy

2.3.1 Preparing for consumer integration

Successful consumer integration depends on sourcing innovative consumers
(Bartl 2006, 25); especially, passionate and knowledgeable consumers with
clear vision of and understanding on reality are needed (Seybold 2006, 23). In
successful consumer selection, special attention is paid to the ability and com-
petence of consumers and the amount of time that they will be able to invest,
their motivation and also the trust and competitive relationships between con-
sumers and the manufacturer (Fichter 2005, 31).

At its best, consumer integration into the innovation process can lead to a
more successful product portfolio (Gassmann & Wecht 2005, 1), improve
market orientation, reduce costs, give access to new knowledge (Grass 2009,
4) and help to gain new consumers who automatically turn to manufacturers to
report problems or put forward ideas for new product or service innovation
(Herstatt & Sander 2004b, 101). However, company participation is necessary
as consumers cannot alone solve challenges for the company. Outstanding re-
sults cannot be expected without addressing the consumer integration process.
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However, benefits in consumer integration to the product innovation pro-
cess are often overestimated (Carbonell et al. 2009, 547) and, even when con-
sumers know precisely what they want, they often cannot transfer that infor-
mation to manufacturers clearly or completely (Thomke & von Hippel 2002,
74) or they might not know their needs as they are used to the product and do
not consider possible problems in usage or applications (Lüthje 2003, 42;
Verona et al. 2006, 778). While consumers might be willing to share their
thoughts, they might not be aware of the types of information the company
needs to create valuable products (Ulwick 2005, 18). Therefore, a successful
process is based on interaction, a genuine discussion between company pro-
fessionals and consumers. Based on the literature review, it can thus be con-
cluded that interaction is needed to solve the multifaceted challenge; while
consumers either do not know or cannot say what they expect from a product,
the information given by the consumers does not necessarily reach the correct
company representatives. In addition, the company might not want to utilise
the information or know what to do with it.

It is crucial for companies to understand consumers’ expectations on the
innovation process as they will only be willing to share their ideas, product
preferences and modify existing products if these expectations are met; in
other words, if they find the process rewarding (Füller 2010, 99) and enjoy
their participation (Füller et al. 2009, 96). From the company perspective, con-
sumers must want to participate in the innovation process. Therefore compa-
nies need to be able to create an innovation process that, among consumers, is
considered fun and rewarding in itself and that also gives the consumers the
opportunity to show their expertise and improve their knowledge and skills
(Jawecki et al. 2011, 154). The main reasons for consumer participation are
curiosity, dissatisfaction with existing products, interest in innovation, gaining
of knowledge and the opportunity to discuss ideas or get financial rewards
(Füller 2010, 108–109). Consumers also need motivating and encouraging as
unsuccessful interaction can spoil even a very promising process (Reichart
2002, 127).

Companies that integrate consumers efficiently value their idea contribu-
tions with regard to originality and productivity, meaning that they would
otherwise not have originated those ideas themselves (Skiba & Herstatt 2008,
23). Companies need to extend their ability to employ consumer knowledge
that lies beyond their reach and influence (Verona et al. 2006, 778); therefore,
also online opportunities for consumer integration are increasingly valued. As
social media is interaction between individuals and, as such, company inter-
ventions are not accepted, companies should pay attention to what consumers
expect and tolerate and what they dislike. A form of company intervention that
is acceptable is a response to a consumer request for information (Pitta &
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Fowler 2005, 271). At times, this certainly is even demanded. Company repre-
sentatives can subtly encourage others to participate, ask the others for their
personal opinions and success stories, and also ask for their opinion on a par-
ticular product. However, it is better if these interventions come from a private
individual than from an official company representative (Mustonen 2009, 25).

The design of virtual integration has to be tailored to its participants and to
the development tasks at hand (Füller et al. 2006, 67). Piller et al. (2006, 9)
suggest virtual consumer integration to be structured in the form of a problem-
solving process, in a way that clearly shows the connection to consumer satis-
faction and need-related problems. Offering a starting point that already
matches the profile of the user makes it easier for the consumer to feel
involved and personalises the whole co-design process. (Piller et al. 2006, 9;
Reichwald & Piller 2006, 7.) Initially, an innovation platform is created and
then left for the community to further develop (Reichwald & Piller 2006, 8).

New members are given information on tasks and cultural norms and, at
first, are merely encouraged to observe common practices and communication
to foster re-thinking and re-experiencing processes before they are allowed to
participate (Hemetsberger & Reinhardt 2004, 5). Other community members
offer assistance directly and also refer the innovators to individuals they know
outside of the community (Franke & Shah 2001, 12). The community provides
the users with information, assistance and other resources (Franke & Shah
2001, 21) and, thus, in practice, provides relevant information through tech-
nological tools, task-related features, collective reflection, stories and usage
scenarios (Hemetsberger & Reinhardt 2004, 6).

Table 6 summarises decisions relating to consumer integration that a
company should consider when planning a virtual product innovation process
with consumers. At its best, the process begins by defining the company’s
need and identifying why consumers are to be integrated into the process. The
most eager innovators need also to be sourced; those who are most suitable
showing not only activeness but also eagerness to innovate, creativity, product
knowledge and motivation.
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Table 6 Decisions related to consumer integration in virtual product
innovation

Deciding the need and goals Getting new ideas,
Testing ideas,
Getting feedback from existing prod-
ucts.

Choice of target group Active consumers, e.g. lead users.
Choice of characteristics for the cho-
sen consumers

Eagerness to innovate,
Creativity,
Knowledge / expertise,
Motivation.

Intensity of interaction At particular times only (e.g. idea com-
petitions),
Constant.

Stage of the innovation process when
the consumers are to be involved

Early stages / later stages / the whole
process.

Method of participation Observing the consumers,
Interaction,
Discussions.

When creating a consumer integration strategy, the company needs to
decide on the stage of the process at which consumers will be contacted
(Gassmann et al. 2005, 2; Reichart 2002, 127), how often they will be con-
tacted and for what reasons, what is the best method and form for their inte-
gration and who are the correct consumers with the appropriate preconditions
and abilities (Reichart 2002, 122). Integration can occur at specific times only
or might be a constant process and also be related to the whole product inno-
vation process or some of its parts. There are many alternatives for consumer
integration, varying from active co-creation to passive observation. These
alternatives will be further discussed in the following subsections.

2.3.2 Non-participatory consumer integration

A key to success in product innovation is the ability to listen to the voice of
consumers, their needs and preferences (Urban and Hauser 1993a, 126) and to
discover their opinions in relation to technical problems (Reichwald et al.,
2007, 8). As such, discussion forums offer an ideal source for product innova-
tion research. It should, however, be remembered that the quality of the dis-
cussion is crucial; if the quality of the information declines, participants
usually go elsewhere (Pitta & Fowler 2005, 271).
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The netnography approach is an example of passive consumer integration
that enables passive information retrieval and community monitoring, some-
times even without the consumers knowledge (Kozinets 2001; Bartl 2006, 63).
Netnography can be employed as a purely observational method or as one that
includes a high degree of participation (Kozinets 2006, 281; Bowler 2010,
1271). The process of a netnographic research usually involves the following
steps: preparing the background (e.g. preparing the questions, choosing the
online forums and participants), gathering and analysing data, interpreting the
data, conducting ethical research and offering opportunities for feedback
(Kozinets 2001, 5). As an example, Campbell’s employed netnography to find
a new ingredient for their soup (Kozinets 2010).

In netnographic research, both the data that the researcher directly copies
from online discussions and the data that the researcher records in relation to
his observations on the community, its members, discussions and meanings
are important. As online discussions usually contain many social elements, the
texts can be classified as primarily social or primarily informational and also
as primarily on-topic or primarily off-topic in relation to the research question
(Kozinets 2001, 8).

In addition to netnographic research, consumer information for new product
innovation ideas can be gathered rather passively from various sources, such
as consumer complaints and feedback (Zboralski & Gemünden 2004, 290),
consumer inquiries (Fichter 2005, 31) and data from search portals or product
catalogues (Dahan & Hauser 2002, 336). In addition, companies can collect
feedback from consumers (Dwyer 2007, 76) and monitor what users do with
their products, how the products are altered and what appear to be the most
pressing issues among users (Jeppesen & Frederiksen 2006, 6). In addition,
Tinz (2007, 82) mentions analysing patents, evaluation of the extant research
literature and following consumer and user panels as means for finding new
product or service ideas.

Companies try to get close to their consumers to listen to them and learn
more concerning specific consumer needs and, thus, be able to better satisfy
them (Dahan & Hauser 2001, 1; Gassmann & Wecht 2005, 1; Urban & Hauser
2004, 74). Dahan & Hauser (2001, 10) describe this so-called “listening to
consumers approach” in five steps. Today, the Internet is increasingly
employed during these steps as consumer ideas and information are gathered,
needs characterised and prioritised, concepts created and, finally, designs
tested on consumers.

The listening to consumers approach can be employed over the whole inno-
vation process, although Ulwick (2002, 91) points out that companies should
not be overly passive by only observing the kind of wishes voiced by consum-
ers, but rather ask directly for concrete improvement suggestions. Similarly,
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Mazur (1997, 3) emphasises that consumers’ requirements can be so basic that
the consumers might fail to mention them until the company fails to perform
them. Without these expectations, the product or service might cease to be of
value as their absence is very dissatisfying, although meeting expectations
often goes unnoticed by most consumers.

If a company builds a process by listening via social media, it can very effi-
ciently learn about its products and services directly from its customers (Evans
2008, 34). However, the contents of social media discussions vary from very
professional to sometimes even abusive content, which means that the person
“listening to” the discussion cannot be just anyone, but has to have an under-
standing on the content of the discussion (Agichtein et al. 2008, 1). Scott
(2007, 47) argues that critical comments and negative feedback can also be
beneficial to the company as they attract people to at least read the discussions
and possibly even state their opinions. This argument is further supported by
the fact that online discussions differ from real-life discussions with their
social aspects; consumers care about the number of people who are talking
with them (Sohn et al. 2002, 2).

In addition to the varying usability of the content in social media discus-
sions, company representatives reading online discussions have, at least ini-
tially, very little background information on the participants. In addition to
evaluating the opinions of total strangers, they have to draw their conclusions
from a relatively impersonal text-based resource exchange (Brown et al. 2007,
7). Furthermore, they will need to decide from this very small amount of
information whether a participant putting forward a product improvement
suggestion belongs to the desired target group. It is, therefore, only natural
that, to obtain more information, passive listening to consumers is often
followed by more active interaction as consumers are integrated into the prod-
uct innovation process. A challenge for a company is to create research tools
with techniques aimed at discovering unarticulated needs through direct
consumer observation and interaction (Prandelli et al. 2008, 16).

The anonymity in social media enables consumers to reveal their emo-
tions12 freely, with their emotions often being expressed at a rather high level
of intensity (Éthier et al. 2006, 636). In addition to anonymity, the lack of
face-to-face interaction means that some consumers forget politeness and are
rather openly critical (Papacharissi 2004, 277). Angry consumers who are
disappointed with a company’s or product’s performance can be bitter and
might even try to destroy the company’s reputation (Rad 2011, 791). In

12 Emotions in previous research related to social media are often divided into the four positive (i.e.
affection, contentment, happiness and pride) and four negative (i.e. anger, fear, sadness and guilt)
emotions (e.g. Brebner 2003; Eid & Diener 2001; Laros & Steenkamp 2005).
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addition, feature fatigue has been listed high among issues that annoy consum-
ers (Wood & Moreau 2006, 54). As the presence of even a few disappointed
consumers utilising social media can seriously damage a company (Rad 2011,
791), it is indeed beneficial for companies to monitor discussion forums and
other social media environments such as blogs and consumer rating sites
(Tuzovic 2010, 454). As it is rather time-consuming for a company to monitor
blogs and discussion forums, new businesses have emerged that offer such
services.13

2.3.3 Participatory methods in consumer integration

Companies participate actively in online communities and provide ideas and
advice on a wide variety of subjects and topics on which they are knowledge-
able, thus gaining the trust of their customers who help in different problem
situations (Scott 2007, 87). Online communities have proven to be innovative
(Snow et al. 2012, 3) and, thus, can be an asset for a company. It has to be
remembered, however, that it is short-sighted, at times even dangerous, to ask
participants in a discussion for their creative insights but neglect their feed-
back when taking decisions (Gebauer et al. 2012, 9).

Active participation in social media is challenging for companies as it
means communication at a rapid speed with Internet applications that respec-
tively “never forget” what has been written. It also has to be remembered that
this dialogue is interaction between equal problem solvers and is not company
controlled (Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2004a, 4). In its purest sense, this pro-
vides an opportunity to create value in conjunction with consumers. Partici-
pating in discussions and maintaining them helps to connect with consumers at
a deeper level and gain valuable insight on consumer preferences and satisfac-
tion (Volmer & Precourt, 2008, 54).

Social media has brought many new ideas for consumer integration or made
it easier and faster to use those that are older. Active consumer integration in
social media includes toolkits14 and co-creation in conjunction with consumers
(Kozinets 2001; Balderjahn & Schnurrenberger 2005, 2) and also online focus
groups15 employing chatrooms and discussion forums (Daecke 2009, 35), idea

13 Cyber Alert (2013) or Twingly blog (2010)
14 User-friendly tools for the configuration of new products that enable consumers to self-innovate
products (Prandelli et al. 2008, 35).
15 Participants are asked for their opinions on new product concepts to identify objectively the best
potential ideas (Prandelli et al. 2008, 24).
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competitions16 (Soll 2006, 56) and information pumps17 (Prelec 2001, 3). The
basic idea for idea competitions and information pumps is the same: to collect
ideas from consumers. Usually, idea competitions are organised at the very
beginning of the innovation process to build a basis for new products. The
attraction of idea competitions lies in getting close to the ideas of other par-
ticipants (Soll 2006, 76–77) and to get help in solving a problem. When con-
sumers understand that other people in the same situation are solving the
problem, it will be easier for them also to solve it (Amabile 1996, 180). Idea
competitions have gained some popularity and specific organisations can be
found that specialise in idea competitions to create new ideas.18 Compared to
idea competitions, participants in information pumps are asked to express their
opinions on new product concepts to identify those that are potentially the
most successful. The idea of an information pump is to have participants pose
and answer each other’s questions instead of simply stating opinions (Prelec
2001, 3).19

In addition to idea competitions and information pumps, crowdsourcing20 to
collect consumer ideas has been studied (e.g. Howe 2006; Howe 2008; Poetz
& Schreier 2012). In crowdsourcing, companies host idea or content competi-
tions online (Walter & Back 2011, 2); thus, being more actively present as in
idea competitions or information pumps. Poetz & Schreier (2012, 247) found
that the crowdsourcing process generated a lot of ideas, even surprising the
researchers with their number, that were new and promising, although some
lacked feasibility.

The abovementioned methods clearly require company participation, alt-
hough the company can be regarded as, for instance, simply the provider of a
platform or the initiator of a competition. An approach demanding more par-
ticipation and dialogue from the companies is called community-based inno-
vation21, whereby the focus shifts from companies to consumer communities
(Prandelli et al. 2008, 19) and, typically, the Internet’s online communities are
systematically utilised (Bartl 2006, 62). Community-based innovation com-
prises the following steps: defining the necessary participant profiles to solve

16 An online competition is a special platform organised by a company to openly collect consumer
ideas (Soll 2006, 56).
17 An information pump is a web-based game in which participants present and evaluate ideas in
the form of a picture, object or new idea. Participants get points according to their performance, by
both posing and answering questions (Prelec 2001, 4).
18 See, for instance, Idea Competition (2013)
19 Information pumps have been mainly employed in test conditions, not by companies (Matthews
& Chesters 2005).
20 In this study, crowdsourcing is regarded as online idea or content competitions in which
companies actively participate.
21 Community-based innovation in online forums is considered to represent the practices of open
innovation (Laursen & Salter 2006, 113; Dahlander et al. 2008, 116; Rindova & Petkova 2007, 218).
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the innovations assignment; identification of online-communities, in which the
needed profiles can be found; design of virtual interaction; and contacting and
integrating the chosen online communities into the innovation process (Bartl et
al. 2004, 148; Füller et al. 2004, 3; Füller et al. 2006, 63).

Community members are usually willing to share their ideas and expertise
(Franz & Wolkinger 2003, 1; Jeppesen & Frederiksen 2006, 1). As soon as
creative members find a solution, idea, concept or product design, it is pre-
sented to the community, either by verbal descriptions or virtual designs (Bartl
et al. 2004, 146; Jawecki et al. 2009, 10; Wecht 2006, 219). The community
can be perceived as a test lab for products (Jeppesen & Frederiksen 2006, 8)
although, as interactivity is very important in online communities, the pres-
ence of the innovation partner and personal contacts are needed (Gerybadze
2003, 155; Franke et al. 2006, 304). However, it has to be remembered that
not all participants are willing to share their opinions as they do not either feel
trust or are worried about losing their anonymity (Leon et al. 2013, 10).

Firm-hosted user communities rely on the fact that users are willing to share
their innovations with others (Jeppesen & Frederiksen 2006, 11). If members
of a community believe that their knowledge is valuable and useful they are
more willing to share it with others (Füller et al. 2008, 611; Wasko & Faraj
2000, xx). Only by clearly visualising a new product and its features will con-
sumers be able to realistically assess whether they like it and whether the new
product idea fulfils a still unknown need (Füller & Matzler 2007, 378).

Especially committed community participants show lead user characteris-
tics and are especially interested in innovations (Fichter 2005, 69; Pitta &
Fowler 2005, 284). Most often they are fanatical customers of a company and
ready to act as its evangelists (Dwyer 2007, 76). Whereas online communities
of consumers interact to solve problems (Pitta & Fowler 2005, 285), commu-
nities of co-designers exist to create new products (Piller et al 2006, 2) and
emerge when there is a unique need and when it is cheaper to invent anew
than to search for and acquire a needed innovation that might exist elsewhere
(Morrison et al. 2000, 1514). Many participants in virtual communities par-
ticipate only for a short time to solve actual specific problem (Herstatt &
Sander 2004a, 4).

Individuals often assist innovators who they might or might not know and
often assist even when not motivated by the possibility of directly using the
innovation themselves or receiving anything in return (Franke & Shah 2001,
22). Once the innovator has transferred the ideas into designs, they are usually
shared freely within the community. Typically, reactions to the designs
promptly follow. Other members share their honest opinions, give fair evalua-
tions of the new idea, make suggestions for improvements and state their ideas
regarding the new idea (Jawecki et al. 2009, 121). One of the strongest moti-
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vations for assisting is the enjoyment gained from working with others. The
presence of community norms supporting the provision of assistance for free
and the idea that helping others in the community is what should be done are
reflective of social processes, not personal benefit (Franke & Shah 2001, 22).
Feedback is generally appreciated as it motivates and challenges the innovator
to create improved ideas (Jawecki et al. 2009, 121). Typically, innovations are
freely shared within the community either by written description or self-made
drawings (Jawecki et al. 2009, 119). It is, however, important to carefully con-
sider the best methods of interaction between the company and participants
and also for interactions among participants (Gebauer et al. 2012, 9).

While generalised exchange is not conditional, there is an expectation in
that, if community members provide assistance today, someone else will pro-
vide them with assistance when they need it (Franke & Shah 2001, 23). In
addition to competent feedback, a main element of most responses to newly
posted designs is encouragement to continue innovating (Jawecki et al. 2009,
121). It can be difficult or impossible to value information that is being shared
in the context of its potential usage; it is often not known whether a function-
ing prototype will be developed, if the product will be used by even one indi-
vidual, if the product will be used by many and what the value of the product
will be for those who use it (Franke & Shah 2001, 24). Designers who repeat-
edly showcase creative designs are rewarded for their efforts and contributions
with a degree of prestige and status within the community (Jawecki et al.
2009, 121).

The anonymity of online interaction helps participants to reveal more con-
cerning themselves than they otherwise might and facilitates many discussions
(Mathwick 2002, 42). Communities respect expert opinions and content of
high value to the community attracts attention with little reference to the origi-
nator (Dwyer 2007, 75–76). Interested consumers who are low on creativity
skills might not put forward very creative solutions themselves, but they might
be able to assess the appropriateness of someone else’s solution, challenge it
and contribute valuable modifications. Even consumers with no creativity
whatsoever and no task-related skills, who could thus be considered unquali-
fied, can be important if they inspire others to become more innovative, give
support in coordination activities, ask challenging questions or just admire the
more creative members (Jawecki et al. 2009, 118).

Virtual product innovation related to online communities enables consum-
ers to actively engage in specific innovation tasks of development projects. An
innovation community (Sawhney & Prandelli 2001, 263) permits active con-
sumer integration on an ongoing basis. Successful virtual consumer integration
requires a producer to clearly define which types and segments of consumers
should be integrated into the task that the right online communities are identi-
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fied, a virtual interaction design is developed and consumers are accessed and
invited to participate (Füller & Matzler 2007, 382). Van Rompaey et al. (2005,
1) point out, however, that a company needs to have the ability to channel
consumers’ enthusiasm and creativity into a convenient result, taking into
account business and marketing interests.

By establishing direct, persistent and interactive dialogue, a firm can access
knowledge at low cost from individual consumers and also from discussion
forums (Sawhney et al. 2005, 11). Companies can also build online forums
that take consumers through the whole innovation process and will, thus, be
able to approach consumers directly and individually (Bartl 2006, 38). In
addition to these, forums devoted to particular products can also reveal useful
information to the respective companies (Henkel & Sander 2003, 97; Piller et
al 2006, 3). Companies can also show prototypes to community members so
that the process becomes more realistic and understandable (Bartl 2006, 39).

Dialogue is important in online surroundings as consumers can very easily
turn to a competitor, which does not demand any physical effort at all (Chea &
Luo 2008, 29; Rad 2011, 794). Most consumers who are attracted to competi-
tors state incorrect attitude and indifference from the focal company’s repre-
sentatives as the main reasons that cause negative emotions such as angriness
and frustration (Guchait & Namasivayam 2012, 221–222; Rad 2011, 795).
Furthermore, on the Internet, it is difficulty with reaching company personnel
that annoys consumers the most when something goes wrong; therefore, pres-
ence in online forums is crucial (Chea & Luo 2008, 46–47). Time does not
correct the problem in social media; first, negative comments are there for
anyone to see for a long period of time and, second, after negative postings,
customers tend to cut any communication with the company (Grégoire et al.
2009, 27). Although negative postings in social media can rapidly damage a
company and discourage other consumers from buying its products, as silence
is not necessarily the sign of satisfaction (Rad 2011, 794), constructive nega-
tive feedback should be encouraged and addressed quickly (Chea & Luo 2008,
46; Rad 2011, 800).

Not only negative but also positive emotions such as liking and joy are
experienced on the Internet at a rather high level of intensity (Éthier et al.
2006, 636). Positive emotions can spread among participants and overcome
negative beliefs, and are therefore worth encouraging (Kwortnik & Ross 2007,
333). In addition to satisfaction related to a product and its performance, emo-
tions can be influenced by measuring and changing consumer expectations
before use; for instance, on the Internet, by ensuring detailed usage instruc-
tions (Wood & Moreau 2006, 55).

Emotions play an important role in buying decisions and in forming an
opinion on a product (Rucker & Petty 2004, 3) and negative emotions have a
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stronger effect on other participants than those that are positive (Liljander &
Strandvik 1997, 167). Impoliteness and incivility do not dominate discussions
on the Internet in general (Papacharissi 2004, 276). However, the presence of
even a few angry consumers can damage a company’s reputation and the
product image, thus requiring quick intervention from the company (Rad
2011, 791). Therefore, situations in which the consumer shows strong negative
emotions are critical (Liljander & Strandvik 1997, 167). Active company par-
ticipation and positive interaction between company representatives and
consumers play key roles in incentivising consumers to co-create in an online
environment (Prandelli et al. 2008, 13), enabling them to indicate both their
known and unknown needs (Füller & Matzler 2007, 380). Thus, consumers
participate in creating value in the form of improved products. Value creation
with consumers is further discussed in the following subsection.

2.4 Creating value with consumers

Consumers participate in product innovation freely, of their own will, and they
should be regarded as active actors, not as passive objects who patiently wait
for new products (De Mooij et al. 2005, 108). Mainly, it is the opportunity to
get an improved product that attracts consumers to innovation and to give
away their information without any reimbursement (Hoffman 2007, 323; Tinz
2007, xii; Wecht 2006, 133). The higher their involvement and expertise in a
product, the more consumers will be interested to take part in innovation
(Hoffman 2007, 324). The whole joint innovation process increases perceived
consumer value, thus making the consumer willing to pay for a new benefit
(Priem 2007, 220).

However, virtual consumer integration only works when experienced
consumers are willing to participate (Füller 2006, 639). Despite the high
quality of their ideas, innovative members are not only willing to share their
knowledge within their online communities, but also externally. Several
examples indicate that user-innovators are willing to collaborate with compa-
nies for free (Jawecki et al. 2009, 121).

Consumers have become active participants and, at its best, a mutual learn-
ing process is born through interaction. Consumers and company representa-
tives learn from the new roles: consumers about the activities and processes
that were once solely the domain of the company, and company representa-
tives about consumption and consumer perceptions (Wikström 1996, 360).
Thus, if paid sufficient attention, interaction is regarded as the function that
creates consumer value.
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As presented in table 7, consumer value has been defined in the literature
by many different attributes. Common to them are, however, the perception of
value by the consumer and product user experience. The consumer has power
and can voice preferences and opinions in interaction with companies.

Table 7 Definition of consumer value

Author Definition
Zeithaml (1988, 14) Consumer value is the consumer’s general assessment of

product use, based on the perception of what is given and
received.

Anderson et al.
(1993, 5)

Consumer value is the perceived financial worth by the
consumer in relation to economic, technical, service and
social benefits.

Gale (1994, xiv) Consumer value is quality perceived by the market and
adjusted for the relative price of a product.

Butz & Goodstein
(1996, 63)

Consumer value is the emotional bond between the con-
sumer and the producer that is established after the con-
sumer has user experience of a product and has found the
product to provide added value.

Woodruff (1997, 42) Consumer value is the perceived preference for a product
by the consumer, including product attributes, attribute per-
formances and consequences that are related to the use of
the product and to achieving the individual goals and pur-
poses by the consumer.

Holbrook (1999, 6) Consumer value is comparative, personal, situational and
related to user experience, adding value to the consumer
rather than to the focal product.

Cagan & Vogel
(2002, 62)

Consumer value comprises emotion, aesthetics, identity,
ergonomics, impact, core technology and quality, all of
which contribute to the overall product experience and re-
late to the value characteristics of usefulness, usability and
desirability.

Prahalad &
Ramaswamy
(2004a, 4)

The experience of participation and creating together is the
core of consumer value experience.

Carlson & Wilmot
(2006, 6)

Consumer value relates to physical features, quality and
durability, service and convenience, experience and trust,
emotional appeal and cost.

Füller & Matzler
(2008, 116)

Consumer value comprises basic, excitement and per-
formance factors related to a product and the user ex-
perience.

Consumer value in
this study

Consumer value comprises basic, excitement and perfor-
mance factors related to a product and the user experience.
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In this paper, consumer value is understood in line with Füller & Matzler´s
(2008, 116) definition as it has been successfully employed in studies relating
to product innovation in online forums and to consumer satisfaction (Füller
2010; Füller & Matzler, 2008; Füller et al. 2009; 2006; Gebauer et al. 2012).
According to this definition, basic factors are the minimum requirements that
consumers expect in a product; the factors that cause dissatisfaction if not
fulfilled, but which do not lead to customer satisfaction if fulfilled or even
exceeded. Excitement factors are those that increase customer satisfaction and
delight if delivered, although their non-existence does not cause dissatisfaction
as they are not expected. Performance factors are crucial as they lead to satis-
faction if performance is high and to dissatisfaction in the case of low perfor-
mance (Füller & Matzler 2008, 116).

It is not, however, sufficient for innovators of new products to study only a
product’s basic, excitement and performance factors, successful new products
and improvements to existing products also demand understanding on emerg-
ing possibilities (Cagan & Vogel 2002, 9). As presented in figure 5,
restrictions and possibilities, both from the consumer and company perspec-
tives, form the background for a successful product innovation process. From
the consumer perspective, motivation, interest and the ability to think crea-
tively together with product knowledge and experiences crucially influence
the process. In addition, from the company perspective, financial resources,
time restrictions and also competition need to be considered before the
consumer integration process is even begun.

Figure 5 Creating consumer value
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The goal of the consumer integration process is to create consumer value.
At the beginning, a clear and defined consumer integration strategy is needed
that, in this study, has been limited to the idea generation stage of the product
innovation process. To find and further develop product innovation ideas,
company participation in some form is definitely needed. Consumers are eager
to disclose their experiences and voice concerns and wishes in relation to
product attributes and functioning. Participants are active in asking and
answering questions and correct interventions encourage their eagerness to
participate. However, it must be remembered that, to avoid missing potential
opportunities, the dialogue needs to be an active conversation between two
equal partners and not only company directed.

The core of the value creation process has been changing from product
experiences towards personalised consumer experiences. Informed, networked
and active consumers actively interact with the firm and participate in value
creation, thus making dialogue, access, transparency and understanding central
to the whole value creation process (Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2004b, 5). This
is a definite shift in attitudes as, traditionally, value creation was perceived to
occur inside the company, whereas consumers were outsiders (Prahalad &
Ramaswamy 2004b, 6) and consumers were even believed to destroy the value
that companies had created for them (Ramirez 1999, 49). Now, consumer-to-
consumer interaction and dialogue provides consumers with an alternative
source of information and perspective (Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2004b, 6),
thus making them better informed and independent from information received
from the company. Value is created mutually (Ramirez 1999, 50) and con-
sumers, based on their own perceptions of how value should be created with
them (Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2004b, 6), can select companies with which
they want to have an interactive relationship. Companies indeed have to inter-
act with consumers and consumer forums whereby, in a situation of close
interaction and learning, consumers’ attitudes, emotions and needs are best
understood (Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2004b, 11).

Both positive and negative emotions shown in discussion forums are pri-
marily related to product performance either satisfying or annoying the con-
sumer (Phillips & Baumgartner 2002, 243). Consumers can experience strong
emotions and, especially, openly show them at the initial use of a new product
(Wood & Moreau 2006, 44). A positive experience will most likely lead to a
high intensity of liking, joy and pride, whereas a negative evaluation will
cause intense emotions of frustration and dislike, even anger (Éthier et al.
2006, 636). In addition to product performance, negative emotions are closely
linked to unfair service (Guchait & Namasivayam 2012, 216; Rad 2011, 791)
or unmet consumer needs (Rad 2011, 791). An unsatisfactory service process
will most likely cause frustration among consumers, thus making them
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unwilling to recommend or patronise the company (Guchait & Namasivayam
2012, 221). Happy consumers not only use the product, but also help to attract
more consumers through positive postings in online forums (Chea & Luo
2008, 30).

In general, positive usage emotions cause a positive attitude and negative
emotions negatively influence consumer satisfaction (Phillips & Baumgartner
2002, 250). Although negative emotions can lead to online complaints (Chea
& Luo 2008, 29), they can be influenced; even dissatisfied consumers value
dialogue with companies in discussion forums. In addition, positive consumer
behaviour can be influenced (Éthier et al. 2006, 627) by ensuring realistic
usage expectations (Phillips & Baumgartner 2002, 251) and providing a high
quality interaction platform (Éthier et al. 2006, 627). Companies have indeed
created such interactive platforms to both interact with consumers to deter-
mine user experiences and smooth their expectations of products and also to
activate their employees in social media interaction.22

2.5 The framework for idea generation in discussion forums

Discussion forums typically offer large amounts of unstructured and undi-
rected communication that contain product improvement ideas. As such, they
are a relevant source for idea generation. First, it is much less expensive to
screen products in the early stages than in the later stages and each stage can
improve the product and its positioning so that the likelihood of success
increases (Dahan & Hauser 2001, 6). Second, the better the idea generation
process, the greater the chance of success with less risk of having to commit
further time and resources to revisions (Bragg & Bragg 2005, 24).

Figure 6 presents the theoretical framework of the study. The parts of the
figure directly being analysed in this study are shown with a light colour,
whereas facts influencing or forming the background are darker.

22 IntraSee (2013) or Invesco (2013)
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Figure 6 The theoretical framework of the study

Social media and the new social, technological and economic factors that it
represents is at the core of this study. It is inexpensive and easy to use, as only
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basic IT-skills and an Internet connection are needed. In addition, social media
has made it possible for anyone to participate regardless of geographic loca-
tion, time or position. Anyone can publish texts, participate and make com-
ments.

Discussion forums contain discussions and comments emphasising both
consumer experiences concerning a product and their expertise related to the
technical knowledge of the focal product and also training. As past research
(e.g. Chebat e al. 2005; Chmiel et al., 2011) has recognised the important role
played by emotions in online environments, their influence in consumer expe-
riences also receives attention in this study. Finally, the possibility of finding
new product innovation ideas in online discussions is analysed.

It was the goal of this study to observe discussions in the forums without
direct participation, to determine whether the content contained promising
ideas for incremental product innovation. The study was qualitative in nature,
comprising observation, supporting interviews and other company related
written material. The methodological choices of this study are further
discussed in the following chapter.
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3 RESEARCH DESIGN

3.1 Research approach

It needs to be remembered, when planning the research method, that the prob-
lem itself defines the best method for its solution (Arbnor & Bjerke 1997, 6).
The research question for this study is “how can discussion forums be em-
ployed in idea generation?”, which is inherently rather abstract and vague.
Typically, preliminary research questions are first defined by identifying a
wider field of interest and then formulating them into a couple of specific
questions, as is typical in a qualitative study (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008,
38). Thus, this study’s research question is divided into four more specific
sub-questions: to what extent do discussion forums contain potential ideas for
incremental product innovation? What would be the potential of discussion
forums in creating consumer value? How should consumers be integrated into
idea generation for the company to determine unmet consumer needs? How do
consumer emotions towards an innovation evolve along the online discussion?

Eriksson & Kovalainen (2008, 39) and Silverman (2011, 25) argue that,
typically, “how” questions focus on causes and consequences, thus aiming at
qualitative answers. The research question for this study, “how can discussion
forums be employed in idea generation?”, aims indeed at exploring the phe-
nomenon and finding a qualitative answer. To gain this desired understanding,
the study aims at describing and analysing the discussions to determine the
existence of incremental product innovation ideas. Furthermore, the need to
integrate consumers into the process and the possibility of creating consumer
value within it was studied. The empirical data helped to gain the desired
deeper understanding by providing information on subjective consumer expe-
riences and wishes. This subjectivity and emphasis on participants are typical
of qualitative research (Puusa & Juuti 2011, 47) and also the situational
context and relationships in the studied environment (Denzin & Lincoln 2000,
8).

Typical of qualitative research is the strive towards deep and detailed
information (Patton 2002, 14), which is also the aim of this study. Further-
more, Dabbs (1982, 32) regards qualitative research as concentrating on the
meanings, concepts’ definitions, metaphors, symbols, characteristics and
description of things; in other words, what, how, when and where are
important questions. As this study aims at understanding how discussion
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forums can be employed in idea generation, the qualitative research method is
considered a relevant approach.

A thorough familiarisation of the exta nt literature and the creation of the
preliminary theoretical framework preceded the empirical part presented here.
Thus, the author had some idea of what propositions to test against the empiri-
cal data and for what elements to search, albeit at a rather abstract level.
According to Ghauri & Gronhaug (2005, 202), qualitative research, with its
flexible and exploratory character, is needed when the problem under study is
unstructured and previous insights modest. The aim of this study is to gain
deeper understanding of the phenomenon, that is, the possibility of employing
social media discussion forums in product innovation. Previous insights were
modest and, therefore, a qualitative approach seemed to be appropriate for this
study.

A preliminary theoretical framework was presented in subsection 2.5. It
inevitably means that some thematic issues are disregarded while others are
considered more important (Panula 1997, 25–27). The study background com-
prises several theoretical streams; therefore, it can be stated that the study has
exploratory elements. There was a large amount of available material con-
cerning product innovation, virtual product innovation, consumer integration
and creating consumer value that were combined to form the theoretical
background of this study. Miles (1979, 591) considers a preliminary frame-
work beneficial for the study if it can be modified over the study process; the
framework is then left open for changes in relation to findings from the
empirical material. This approach was found relevant in this study as the pre-
liminary information and assumptions were only accurate to some extent. The
modified framework is presented in subsection 5.1.

3.2 The data collection

The collected material was by its nature qualitative, comprising a large num-
ber of discussions in written form. The material was available for anyone to
see on the Internet and comprised postings created over several years. A chal-
lenge was presented by its abundance and unstructured character; a discussion
typically contains several themes that run parallel to each other. Furthermore,
as the discussions that were held between anonymous discussants had ended, it
was not possible to ask clarifying questions or interview the participants.

To be able to answer this study’s research questions, extensive data were
needed in a form of free uncontrolled discussions. Therefore, the data needed
to be found in discussion forums that are open for anyone to join, in which the
discussion is run by the consumers and not tightly controlled by a company.
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As such, consumers’ interests, ideas, emotions and innovative potential can be
studied.

The academic literature (e.g. Jawecki et al. 2009; Jeppesen 2005; Lüthje
2003; Lüthje et al. 2006; Tinz 2007) show the importance of sports enthusiasts
in product innovation as they are posited to be the most eager and interested
innovators. Jawecki et al. (2011, 146) even argue that innovations typically
occur in the field of sports. The empirical material for this study was chosen
from this perspective. First, all possible Finnish discussion forums containing
discussions on sports were checked. Various search engines, such as Google,
were employed to identify discussion forums related to sports, which are pre-
sented in table 8.

Table 8 General discussion forums analysed in this study

Forum First discussion
analysed

Observation date Number of
analysed

discussions
www.suomi.24.fi November 2003 October 2010 28
www.lenkkivihko.fi May 2007 October 2010 3
www.kiloklubi.fi May 2006 October 2010 36
www.fillarifoorumi.fi November 2003 October 2010 49
www.nojatuolifoorumi.fi March 2006 October 2010 1
www.dvdplaza.fi February 2007 October 2010 1

The forums shown in table 8 contain some of the biggest and most popular
Finnish discussion forums. The discussions were chosen for analysis in Octo-
ber 2010, by when the last comments had been posted. All the discussions re-
lating to sports were read, from which it became obvious that the most
discussed sports-related product group are heart rate monitors, especially
Suunto products. Jogging shoes and cross trainers were the next most dis-
cussed product groups; however, they are of lesser importance as the number
and length of discussions related to them were considerably smaller. In total,
118 discussions relating to heart rate monitors were collected for analyses.

To enable comparison of general discussion forums and those created by a
company, Suunto’s own discussion forums were chosen for further research.
Table 9 lists the discussion forums analysed in the study. All of Suunto’s 22
forums were opened in January 2006. The analysis period spans several years
as observation and data collection were conducted in October 2010. In total,
there were 2,069 discussions in Suunto’s discussion forums.
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Table 9 Suunto’s discussion forums analysed in the study

Forum Number of
analysed

discussions
Suunto TC1 28
Suunto TC3 298
Suunto TC4 268
Suunto TC6 479
Suunto Software 215
Suunto Smartbelt 60
Suunto Sports 30
Suunto Team pod 9
Suunto Bike pod 26
Suunto Cadence pod 8
Suunto Comfort belt 24
Suunto Diving- free diving 10
Suunto Diving- scuba diving 29
Suunto Diving products 162
Suunto Diving software 91
Suunto Foot pod 73
Suunto GPS pod 78
Suunto Outdoor products 89
Suunto Outdoor software 11
Suunto Outdoor sports 1
Suunto PC pod 53
Suunto Road bike pod 27

Brief scrutiny clearly showed that there are differences between the con-
tents in general discussion forums, open to anyone on the Internet that con-
centrate on any topic, and forums owned by companies. The amount of mate-
rial was extensive, comprising ten full folders of paper and, in total, 2,187 dis-
cussions read in both general forums and Suunto’s own discussion forums.
Therefore, the data were considered sufficient to answer the research question.

As presented in figure 7, supporting material was gathered to further clarify
the research questions. The supporting material helped to clarify the company
perspective in the study as the discussion forums mainly concentrated on
discussions between consumers. Suunto’s head of digital services was inter-
viewed at the company’s premises in December 2010 to determine its existing
procedures in social media. Additionally, the questions were further clarified
by email in December 2012 and also a previous trainer, hired by Suunto to
work in the discussion forums, was contacted and interviewed via email.
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Figure 7 The link between different types of data and the research question

In addition, articles relating to Suunto’s product development were sought
on the Internet and it was noticed that Suunto’s product innovation activities
had been of interest to several researchers (e.g. Kotro 2005; 2007; Kotro &
Pantzar 2002; Valtonen 2005; Valtonen & Ainamo 2008; Hänninen 2007;
Pantzar 2005; Sandberg 2005). These articles provided a large amount of
interesting and necessary information on Suunto’s product innovation per-
spectives. The interview at Suunto also revealed that the company had indeed
realised the importance of consumers’ ideas and was planning to launch a spe-
cific innovation platform on which they could be presented and discussed. As
this platform was opened during the course of the study, it was also studied
together with company websites.

3.3 The data analysis

The research data were analysed by employing the content analysis method.
Content analysis can be defined as “a research technique for making replicable
and valid inferences from texts to the contexts of their use” (Krippendorff
2004, 18; 1981, 21) and the aim in its utilisation is to develop an understand-
ing on the meaning of various forms of communication (Cavanagh 1997, 7).
Content analysis techniques are employed in data analysis to organise and cat-
egorise existing data (Berg 2004, 287) with the aim of describing the material
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in question in a summarised and general way (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2012, 103).
However, it needs to be realised that, with content analysis, it is only possible
to organise the collected data for further conclusions (Grönfors 1982, 161).
The benefit of employing content analysis lies in its ability to address large
volumes of textual data and different textual sources with the link between
material and results shown, although the method demands a clearly defined
and not overly extensive research question (Elo & Kyngäs 2008, 114; Hakala
& Vesa 2013, 218).

Content analysis can be employed in either an inductive or deductive way
(Elo & Kyngäs 2008, 107). The inductive approach is a better choice if there is
insufficient existing knowledge on the question under study or if the existing
knowledge is fragmented (Lauri & Kyngäs 2005, 61). In inductive content
analysis, categories with which to arrange the data are derived from the data
(Elo & Kyngäs 2008, 107) and the data move from the specific to the general
so that a greater amount of data are observed and then combined into larger
and more general categories. The findings must be generalisable to the larger
population from which the study’s sample has been drawn (Neuendorff 2002,
12). The inductive approach was chosen to enable the present research ques-
tions to be answered. Thus, the data were extensive and fragmented both due
to the large quantity and nature of online discussions. The fragmented data
were generalised to promote a clear and systematic analysis process.

The general idea in content analyses is to establish a set of categories and
then count the number of instances that fall into each category (Silverman
2011, 64). In discussion forums, the data can include, for instance, the number
of participants, thematically relevant discussions and particular discussion
forums (Hakala & Vesa 2013, 219). In this study, the selection of the data was
conducted in accordance with the thematic described in subsection 3.2. The
content analysis process varies according to different researchers, as presented
in table 10.
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Table 10 The content analysis process

Krippendorff (2004, 83)
Unitising
the
themes.

Sampling
the mate-
rial.

Coding
the mate-
rial.

Summarising
and simpli-
fying the
material.

Drawing
conclusions
on the phe-
nomena.

Narrating the
answer to the
research ques-
tion.

Marshall & Rossmann (2011, 209)
Organis-
ing the
data.

Immersion
in the
data.

Generat-
ing cate-
gories
and
themes.

Cod-
ing
the
data.

Offering
interpreta-
tions
through
analytic
memos.

Searching for
alternative
understand-
ing.

Writing
the re-
port.

Elo & Kyngäs (2008, 107)
Preparation. Organising. Reporting.
Miles & Huberman (1994, 155)
Reducing the material by
finding recurrent relation-
ships.

Clustering or categorising
the material.

Creating theoretical
concepts.

Content analysis process in this study
Organising
the whole
data in Ex-
cel.

Organising the se-
lected 20 discus-
sions in Excel,
comment by com-
ment.

Defining
criteria and
categorising
the data in
NVivo.

Analysing
the results.

Relating the
material to the
literature on the
subject.

Krippendorff (2004, 83) and Marshall & Rossmann (2011, 209) show the
process with more steps, thus giving a detailed and precise description of the
process. More simplified variants are presented by Elo & Kyngäs (2008, 107)
and Miles & Huberman (1994, 155), for whom the process comprises only a
couple of basic phases. Other researchers employ the same definitions but
emphasise a particular additional aspect, such as making comparisons between
the data (Pietilä 1976, 24; Toivonen, 1999, 128) and critical selection of the
units to be analysed at the initial stage of the content analysis process (Hakala
2003, 23). Despite their minor differences, the same general principles in these
processes are highlighted with the same colours in table 10. The first phase,
comprising the sampling and organising of data, is shown here as white. The
next stage, aimed at categorising and defining criteria, is grey and the last
stage comprising analysis and conclusions is the darkest.

This study followed the same stages as the other models; the research ques-
tions were defined first and then the data were collected as described in sub-
section 3.2. The selected discussions in the 28 forums were all fully read and
systematically summarised in an Excel table (appendix 1). The following
information was extracted from all the discussions and written down: topic,
headline for the discussion, start date, product to which the discussion was
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related, forum in which the discussion was posted, number of comments in the
discussion, reason for the discussion (i.e. problem / advice to others / feed-
back), main point in the discussion, summary of the discussion and result (if
any). A rudimentary analysis was conducted employing the resultant Excel
table.

As most of the discussions were short and were not found very relevant in
relation to the research question, the 20 longest discussions (i.e. number of
comments) were chosen for further evaluation. Another Excel table (appendix
2) was completed from each discussion and each comment separately. The
following headlines were defined during the reading to categorise the data:
comment number, name of the person, status of discussant (i.e., if mentioned,
a newbie, senior member, club host or moderator), product mentioned, main
point in that specific comment or question, comment/question, same
theme/theme changes, positive/negative, consequence (if mentioned), innova-
tion ideas (if mentioned), usability/usefulness/excitement. The last headline
was added only later, and then removed as it was found not to be useful be-
cause it was realised that it can be defined in the NVivo program.

Berg & Lune (2012, 4) point out that qualitative studies demand specialised
tools and techniques. In addition to the content analysis technique, the NVivo
program was employed to organise the data in this study. NVivo was chosen
from among possible computer-based tools due to the opportunities it offers
for data categorising and analysis and its popularity among fellow researcher
colleagues. As its best, the searching and organising tools in the program help
the researcher to interrogate the data and, thus, improve the analysis process
by validating impressions already formed from the data (Welsh 2008, 5).
Computer software helps and supports coding and analysing over the analyti-
cal process, making data easily accessible and thus strengthening credibility,
replicability and even the substance (Sinkovics et al. 2008, 709). Thus, in
content analysis, a combination of manual and computer assisted methods will
achieve the best result (Welsh 2008, 1).

The tables created in Excel were downloaded into the NVivo program and
analysed, although materials from Suunto’s forum and other discussion forums
were being saved separately for comparison and were coded as shown in table
11.
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Table 11 Nodes from the discussions

Source Nodes Number of
references23

Suunto discussion
forums

Basic factors 12
Performance factors 132
Excitement factors 4
Buying decision support 37
Efficient training & training re-
sults

55

Technical advice 120
Usage possibilities 1
Direct wishes for the company 9
Moderator 3
Trainer 28
Affection (love) 16
Anger 93
Contentment 25
Fear 3
Frustration 26
Happiness 23
Pride 0
Sadness 2
Shame 0

General discussion
forums

Basic factors 29
Performance factors 116
Excitement factors 3
Buying decision support 281
Efficient training and training
results

35

Technical advice 239
Usage possibilities 19
Direct wishes for the company 14

Words, sentences or longer texts, when found, were copied to the following
groups: usage possibilities, direct wishes for the company, technical advice,
efficient training and training results, buying decision support, basic factors,
performance factors and excitement factors. In addition the comments of a so-
called social media evangelist (i.e. a trainer hired by Suunto to give advice in
the discussions) and the moderator were copied from the discussions in
Suunto’s discussion forums. It is important to start the coding process with a
preliminary list of categories but be prepared to change it, if necessary, over
the process (Bazeley 2007, 32). In this study, the original idea was changed as

23 Words or sentences mentioned in the discussions, not necessarily whole postings.
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the category ‘direct wishes for the company’ was later deleted as unnecessary
because the wishes were already included in other categories. The analytical
process was continued by categorising the emotions affection (love), anger,
contentment, fear, frustration, happiness, pride, sadness and shame from the
ten longest discussions in Suunto’s discussion forums.

Tesch (1990, 55) describes any information gathered that is not expressed
in numbers as qualitative. However, Brannen (2005, 175) and Alasuutari
(2011, 193) find this claim to be overly simplistic as numbers are also part of
qualitative research, which facilitates description and presentation of the data.
This was the case also in this study, as qualitative data was partly described
with percentages and amounts in numbers to describe more clearly the char-
acteristics of the data.

To enable the study’s four research questions to be answered, four separate
articles have been written. Each article describes, from a distinct perspective,
the discussion forums and their potential in idea generation. The articles are
introduced and summarised in the following chapter.
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4 DISCUSSION FORUMS AS A SOURCE FOR
PRODUCT INNOVATION

This chapter summarises the four original articles, which together form the
whole of the research. Each article clarifies the research questions and con-
tributes to the interpretation process as presented in figure 8. The key themes
in the articles are briefly described in the following subsections together with
an assessment on each article and its role in contributing to the research ques-
tions. In addition to summarising the articles, further study and conclusions
are added to the original articles here.

Figure 8 The connection of the research questions to the articles

RQ 1:
To what extent do discussion
forums contain possible ideas
for incremental product
innovation?

RQ 2:
What would be the potential of
discussion forums in creating
consumer value?

RQ 3:
How consumers should be
integrated into idea generation
for the company to find out
unmet consumer needs?

A 1: Social media
discussion forums and
product innovation –
the way forward?

A 2: Observing
discussion forums and
product innovation – a
way to create
consumer value?

A 3: Consumer needs
and a systematic plan –
the reality of social
media discussion
forums

RQ 4:
How do consumer emotions
towards an innovation evolve
along the online discussion?

A 4: Emotions in
discussion forums –
opportunity or threat?
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4.1 Article 1: Social media discussion forums and product innovation
– the way forward?

The purpose of article 1 (A1) is to study the special nature of discussion
forums and to determine the extent to which they contain potential ideas for
incremental product innovation. The results show that, if a company can find
the relevant pieces of information among the abundance of information, dis-
cussion forums can indeed be regarded as a source of product improvement
ideas. Consumers on the Internet are no longer passive; they are increasingly
becoming more sophisticated consumers who are able to utilise the Internet’s
potential (Cateora 2007, 426–427). Discussion forums are popular; consumers
utilise them to exchange experiences regarding the latest equipment, share
ideas for product modification or to develop entirely new concepts (Jawecki et
al. 2009, 1). From this background, many companies have started to employ
social media to find ideas for product improvement or to test existing ideas
(Wright 2006, 51).

Participating in discussions or maintaining them can help a company to
connect more deeply with their customers and gain valuable consumer insight
(Volmer & Precourt 2008, 54). Discussion forums can indeed replace tradi-
tional focus groups, online surveys and panels, and it is easy to reach large
groups, test ideas and get feedback. Speed is one of the most attracting char-
acteristics of social media as it is possible to get an unlimited number of
answers in days, if not in hours. However, rapid speed in conversations and
the need to be present set high demands for companies, especially as direct
company interventions are not appreciated.

To enable the study’s research questions to be answered, material from 28
discussion forums was collected and analysed as discussed in subsection 3.2.
Participants in the discussions are indeed eager to discuss and, especially, to
solve problems. Almost all of these discussions started with a concrete prob-
lem. Mostly, they are very short; either a solution is found very quickly or the
discussion is stopped for being uninteresting. Although the participants are
visibly eager to discuss, a link to a previous discussion is quickly given if the
same topic is raised again. This argument is further supported by a previous
study by Jawecki et al. (2011, 149), in which it was noticed that new members
are typically reminded in a determined way to search the community archives
before asking questions that have already been discussed.

Although Suunto was not originally chosen as a research target (see sub-
section 3.2), it fitted the research objectives very well. It is a company that
was originally known mainly for field compasses and diving instruments;
however, through heavy investment in product innovation it became increas-
ingly related to the context of adventure sports with meanings linked with
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product attributes becoming increasingly important (Kotro & Pantzar 2002,
32–33). Suunto’s technology has been evaluated against real-life demands and
the strategy has been to focus on sports activities where measurement technol-
ogy, data processing and specific algorithms create benefits for active partici-
pants interested in sports (Kotro 2007, 156). In addition to technology, the
company has increased its investment in design and visibility (Valtonen &
Ainamo 2008, 14) and based its research and development on fashion, as it has
been realised that an essential part of the pleasure of a product comes from its
image (Kotro 2002, 44).

Buying behaviour support is one of the main themes in the discussions (see
appendices 3 and 4). The beginning of these discussions is related to hesitancy
and the need for advice on the kind of heart rate monitor that should be
bought. In the general discussions, the headings vary more and are repeated
several times, even during the same discussions, which make the discussions
difficult to follow. Typically, a person needs advice on buying a heart rate
monitor for sports, but does not have an idea concerning its use. The answers
for its use are also rather general. In a positive case, a typical answer is “I have
this heart rate monitor and it works well”, whereas negative answers vary con-
siderably. The discussion remains at a rather general level; further clarifying
questions and answers are related to very concrete topics of, for instance,
where to find and buy a heart rate monitor and at what price. In Suunto’s
discussion forums, advice for a buying decision in a general form is asked
only twice and specifying questions are also few in number. Answers to more
specific questions are more concrete and concentrate on different technical
details such as the potential to customise the screen, on training charts and
compatibility.

Discussions relating to a technical problem, efficient training and training
results show similar characteristics. Although all of the discussions share some
features, such as participants’ eagerness to help each other and ask and offer
advice, the discussions in Suunto’s discussion forums are more concrete and
technical. The discussions in general discussion forums state the problem,
such as “what is the real benefit of a heart rate monitor?”, “heart rate is a bit
strange, especially during the recovery period” or “my calories are calculated
incorrectly”. However, there is no specific information, merely the stating of a
fact, and the answers are equally general; for instance, “monitor your morning
heart rate every morning to see if you are overtraining” or “I think that calories
consumption versus heart rate has a lot of differences”. Discussions in
Suunto’s discussion forums are more concrete with typical comments being
“I´ve updated my fitness level to 13 and my activity class to 7.5 since last
adding to this forum. I attach my new schemes”, “you might want to check to
validate the deep interdependence: take a fast walk over a particular track,



76

then run over the same track and compare the records. Attach the foot pod as
close to your toes as possible”.

In reality, the discussion ends when the stated problem has been solved,
unless another question is asked that restarts the discussion. This nonlinearity,
which was especially visible in the general discussion forums, makes the
discussions difficult to predict or even follow. In addition, as in real-life con-
versations in general, a comment is not always necessarily related to the
previous comment and might link to any other comment or question stated
during the conversation.

When interviewed, a trainer hired by Suunto to participate in the discus-
sions and answer training-related questions argued that there is a huge range of
knowledge and understanding in the discussions. Some participants are
certainly very experienced, although most did not follow the structured train-
ing plans provided by the software, which was causing their problems. As
such, the trainer evaluated the most prevalent ideas to be mainly hopes and
wishes without any promising potential, as he regarded there to be more than
enough potential in the functionality of the products. However, he felt that the
software and analytical tools could have been vastly improved, and that the
participants provided the company with many good suggestions, which it was
reluctant to pursue.

It is, indeed, important for participants to be able to help each other or even
the company; for example, in Suunto’s discussion forums, some participants
offered their help to the company to improve the products in question. A sure
way to gain answers is to ask for help. Social media experts warn against
company participation as it is not appreciated in social media, in which inter-
action between private individuals is a shared value. It is possible to find
incremental product improvement ideas by only observing the discussions,
although this scheme offers limited results. A company role that is accepted,
sometimes even demanded, in discussions is that of an information provider or
an advice seeker. However, the actions most definitely need to be planned in
advance as social media “remembers forever” and comments that are consid-
ered “stupid” will be delivered to large audiences. Suunto’s interviewed
trainer argued that it is indeed very difficult to write user guides that explain
everything and, as such, it would be beneficial for a company representative to
answer questions. Furthermore, Suunto’s lack of responses or the content of its
responses did not help and further complicated the issues. Therefore, it is
important to plan company interventions with care.

The extant literature on consumer integration online is primarily based on
the company perspective, perceiving consumers in a rather passive role or, at
most, getting involved in activities arranged by the company (Daecke 2009;
Franke & Piller 2004, Füller et al. 2009; Soll 2006). In addition, innovative
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consumer communities have been studied (e.g. Hienerth & Lettl 2011). In
these communities, either there has not been any interaction at all with the
company or the consumers have asked company representatives to participate
only at a very late stage in the process. Thus, the findings of this article com-
plement the picture by adding understanding on interaction between consum-
ers with only limited, although possible, company participation. Furthermore,
it shows the potential of discussion forums in product innovation by pointing
out the existence of ideas in, especially, company maintained discussion
forums. As previous studies relating to the early stages of the online product
innovation process have concentrated on management practices (Herstatt et al.
2003; Herstatt & Verworn 2001) and also tested a special solution (e.g.
toolkits and ideas competitions) to activate consumer participation (Soll 2006;
Füller & Matzler 2007), this article complements the previous findings.

The difficulty in social media lies in keeping the best target groups and par-
ticipants interested in the discussions and having them repeatedly return. This
way, real incremental product innovation ideas can be found and discussed in
the forums. It is easy to establish a forum and to start a discussion but the real
challenge, which definitely has to be addressed before any actions proposed in
the discussion forums relating to product innovation are started, is the problem
of continuous attraction for innovative-minded participants and the form of
continuous company intervention. Two further ideas for company intervention
will be discussed in the next subsection.

4.2 Article 2: Observing discussion forums and product innovation –
a way to create consumer value? Case heart-rate monitors.

The results reported in article 2 (A2) show the clear and definite difference
between the general discussion forums, open to anyone on the Internet and
comprising discussions concerning almost anything, and those established and
maintained by the focal company. As product innovation has been studied in
online environments from a participatory perspective (Füller et al. 2009; 2006;
Gebauer et al. 2012), the purpose of this article is to study both the possibility
of utilising discussion forums in product innovation and the potential to influ-
ence consumer value by simply observing the discussions. As the sub-criteria
for consumer value, that is, basic, excitement and performance factors, have
been employed in online product innovation research (Füller 2010; Füller &
Matzler 2008; Füller et al. 2009; 2006; Gebauer et al. 2012), these factors
were sought in the discussion forums.

It is, indeed, clear that the discussions contain basic, performance and
excitement factors, of which performance factors are the most prevalent.
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Answers concerning basic functions are rarely sought in the discussions; it is
potential extra alternatives and functions that cause the discussions. As such,
participants are not only sports enthusiasts, they are also lead users; users
actively looking for a solution to their needs, who are currently experiencing
needs that will later be experienced by many users in the market place (Urban
& von Hippel 1988, 570; von Hippel 1986, 795).

The consumers in discussion forums are unlikely to be able to develop new
product ideas by themselves; company intervention, at least, is needed to
select promising ideas for further development. From the discussions, it is not
difficult to distinguish who are the most experienced and knowledgeable par-
ticipants as their comments and advice show deep expertise and enthusiasm,
which are common characteristics of lead users (Ernst et al., 2004, 123;
Schreier & Prügl 2008, 331; von Hippel, 2001, 771). Assumedly, these par-
ticipants will be eager to participate in product development if they find the
process rewarding, at least in the form of improved products (von Hippel
2007, 302). The most enthusiastically discussed topic in this research is the
training; thus, discussion created on the heart rate monitors’ improved accu-
racy and its potential to measure and calculate training results and training
effects is likely to evoke a deep interest among lead users to participate. If a
company started a discussion on efficient training and training results
(including their product’s accuracy), it would certainly gather a lot of enthusi-
asts to discuss the topic and voice improvement ideas and also satisfaction,
especially if they feel that their input is appreciated and taken seriously.

Lead users are difficult, if not impossible, to distinguish in general discus-
sion forums. This is mainly due to the fact that the general level of discussions
is lower; the discussions concentrate on common functioning of the heart rate
monitors, whereas detailed descriptions of the failures or consumer wishes are
non-existent. However, lead users are easy to distinguish in Suunto’s discus-
sion forums as they, first, employ the title ‘senior expert’ (although this is a
self-chosen status), fill their comments and advice with detailed descriptions
of values, functioning and even charts of training results and their potential
inaccuracy.

It needs to be remembered that Suunto’s products are aimed at being uti-
lised in difficult adventure sports’ conditions. Thus, they are luxury products
because the hobby itself is expensive, requiring travel, free time and costly
equipment (Kotro 2002, 40). The purpose of fitness products, including heart
rate monitors is, however, rather ordinary: to help people improve their physi-
cal condition. From this background, the forums attract both extreme sports
enthusiasts and also ordinary people interested in using heart rate monitors in
sports. Thus, deciding on the correct target group with the best potential
requires serious consideration.
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It is certainly possible for a company to find interesting information relating
to basic, excitement and performance factors only by observing the discussion
forums. The extent to which these ideas for improved products are of value
without any company intervention is, however, questionable. Typically, com-
ments are not all related to the discussed question and a discussion can
suddenly take a completely different turn, thus closing discussion on a partic-
ularly interesting product improvement idea. In addition, it would also be
crucial to ask and determine the importance attached to the stated idea by
other participants. Thus, observation alone will not maximise the potential of
the discussions. This would certainly be a topic for further research, especially
considering the role of a product innovation evangelist.

A way to solve the dilemma of limited company time resources has been
presented in the social media marketing literature. As success in social media
requires presence and active dialogue (Mustonen 2009, 37), which is chal-
lenging to most companies, Dwyer (2007, 75–76) presents a so-called social
media evangelist to ensure the positive effect of word-of-mouth. A typical
evangelist is a participant in an online community and recruited for a reward
to spread a positive message across the community and other networks. As
these networks grow and become connected to other networks, the positive
message spreads to them all (Dwyer 2007, 76).

This role of a product innovation evangelist was further considered during
the study. One participant stands out in the discussions in Suunto’s discussion
forums and it was found in an interview at Suunto that he was a trainer hired
by the company whose role was to address training-related problems. It was
clear that he had a special role and was appreciated by the other participants.
This trainer either commented and offered unprompted help or he was asked
for help directly. He commented a total of 28 times in the ten longest discus-
sions, whereas the official Suunto moderator made three comments in total.

There is a clear difference in other participants’ attitudes to these two per-
sons. Although the Suunto moderator answers politely and in detail, his an-
swers are not received well. For example, to his answer for a new product
software solution, “so far, limited resources have been allocated to our prod-
uct”, the following comments are written: “I think that you can read that as no
chance”, “sad that Suunto is so stubborn” and “we just need a real answer
from Suunto”. At times, it seems to greatly annoy the participants that the
moderator does not answer; comments become overly negative, even hostile:
“why isn´t Suunto reacting, more than 6000 viewers here…?”, “we want
Suunto to listen, but they are too busy”, “I´m protesting about Suunto’s way of
treating their customers. No answers…”, and “they don´t have time, they are
in Chamonix relaxing”.
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Another interesting feature in the discussions with the moderator relates to
the dialogue. The moderator answers a comment relating to a new product
upgrade. The participant had received some information from Suunto’s
helpdesk concerning its plans to charge for the new upgrade, is upset and
planning to change to a competitor’s product. The moderator states that the
planning process has taken more time than anticipated and explains some
functional details. Another participant joins in and asks about the functional-
ity; although, from then on, the question is answered by the other participants.
The moderator comments again only once, later giving a link to the manual;
however, other than that, the discussion is maintained between the participants
with only a lot of wondering and guessing. It is clear that the participants are
not overly happy with this. Social media definitely puts high pressures on
companies as active interaction is required in a very fast environment.

This conclusion on the difference in attitudes towards an official company
representative and an outside trainer is further supported by the trainer him-
self. When interviewed by email, he states that participants in discussion
forums typically are hostile to companies but perceive an outside advisor as
more neutral. In his opinion, the hostility comes from a lack of understanding
on the product or on the technical aspects of the product or software. The par-
ticipation of the trainer is indeed always found positive and, compared to
Suunto’s moderator, there are no critical or negative comments concerning
him. In some cases, his responses are even requested: “xx (name removed)
should answer, it’s too complicated for me”, “xx (name removed) recom-
mends to…” and “it will be interesting to hear what xx (name removed) will
say”.

Most of the trainer’s comments (see appendix 5) clearly relate to the other
participants’ questions on how to get the most out of the training and achieve
the best results. In some cases, training charts in Excel are added to the ques-
tion. In addition to training efficiency, the trainer also gives his opinions dur-
ing the discussions. He is clearly a supporter of Suunto’s products and stops
several negative discussions, especially those relating to the software.

It would be very interesting to develop this practice further by changing the
content of the trainer’s work. In addition to answering questions on training
and offering practical training tips, the trainer could also maintain the focus of
the discussion on an interesting idea that has been mentioned to further
develop and receive opinions on it. In product innovation, the role of a product
innovation evangelist will have to be defined by the company; this will include
maintaining a positive tone in the discussions, thus giving advice to those who
are frustrated with the company and the products, stopping a negative chain of
comments and maintaining discussion on a particular product innovation idea
for its further development.
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A definite further step forward would be to create a closed forum for the
selected lead users, to which access would be given only in accordance with
some clear criteria relating to enthusiasm, dedication, interest and expertise in
the matter. This notion of a closed innovative forum is further supported by
the trainer, hired to participate in the discussions on the company’s behalf. In
his opinion, discussion forums that are open to anyone seem to attract extreme
comments and also make it easy for participants to hide behind their anonym-
ity. Therefore he would prefer integrating the most professional consumers to
a closed innovative forum. Thus, pure observation alone will not maximise the
potential of the discussions. This is certainly a topic warranting further
research, especially considering the role of a product innovation evangelist.
This solution will link this study to previous research on product innovation in
online communities (Füller 2010; Füller and Matzler 2007, Gebauer et al.
2012; Jawecki et al. 2009), online idea competitions (Soll 2006) and toolkits
(Bartl 2006). In these studies, the consumer is regarded as an active participant
who interacts closely with the company. This requires active consumer inte-
gration, which will be further discussed in the following subsection.

Product innovation in relation to value creation has not raised special inter-
est among researchers (Füller et al. 2006, 2). Previous studies have concen-
trated on value coming from interaction (Woodruff 1997, 151), creating value
in conjunction with consumers (Ramirez 1999, 50) and understanding the new
active, informed and connected consumer role (Prahalad & Ramaswamy
2004a, 4). This study complements the picture by offering information on con-
sumer value creation in discussion forums without company interaction. As
personalised consumer experiences relating both to the product and user expe-
riences are considered key to value creation (Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2004b,
5), discussion forums with their ideas, opinions and conversation offer a
potential source for value creation.

4.3 Article 3: Consumer needs and a systematic plan – the reality of
social media discussion forums

The purpose of article 3 (A3) is to assess the possibility of utilising discussion
forums with a systematic consumer integration plan for incremental product
innovation.

Consumer integration requires both time and relationship building. The
highest demands for a technical environment need interactive methods of
cooperation such as, for instance, virtual group discussions or internet-based
applications (Wobser 2003, 63). Virtual consumer integration has created
many opportunities for companies. Different methods, such as user observa-
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tion, interviews, questionnaires, gathering complaints and feedback, idea com-
petitions, online focus groups (Skiba & Herstatt 2008, 6), virtual toolkits and
communities for open innovation (Bley 2010, 301), are often mentioned in the
literature. However, according to Füller (2010, 98), the biggest difference lies
in companies’ attitudes to consumers who are not only asked for their opin-
ions, desires and needs but also required to contribute their creativity and
problem-solving skills.

In this study, discussion forums are observed from outside with the results
being complemented by interviewing a Suunto professional and a trainer hired
by the company to answer training-related questions in the forums. This com-
plements previous researches conducted in relation to online product innova-
tion as, in those, consumer integration was based on active company partici-
pation by, for example, online innovative communities (Füller 2010; Füller
and Matzler 2007; Gebauer et al. 2012; Jawecki et al. 2009), online idea
competitions (Soll 2006) and online toolkits (Bartl 2006).

In this study, discussions analysed from the general discussion forums
contain two popular themes: technical problems and finding help for a buying
decision. In comparison to Suunto’s discussions, the depth of commentary in
these discussions is lower and they are generally short; although the number of
comments might be large, in fact, several simultaneous discussions are being
conducted and the original topic is obscured. Typically, the problem is stated
as “what kind of a monitor should I buy?” and a couple of answers follow; in
some cases, perhaps dozens of answers. However, the ensuing discussion typi-
cally comprises a couple of basic comments without detailed information that
were quickly followed by another question: “I’m also buying a monitor, would
xx be good?” This tendency, first to discuss without details, second, to base
comments solely on opinions and, third, to disrupt the discussion with yet
another question or comment not directly related to the stated problem is typi-
cal throughout general discussion forums.

The most typical themes in Suunto’s discussion forums concern technical
advice and efficient training, usually to achieve some higher goals such as
taking part in a marathon or triathlon competition. The comments are often
complemented by charts showing the development of training results, calcula-
tions showing inaccuracies in training and also figures relating to overall
achievements with questions on how to reach the next level in training or to
avoid “unnecessary recovery days recommended by the monitor”. The exces-
sive amount of information had also been noticed in Suunto, where the profes-
sionals had tried to utilise the forums for sourcing ideas. It had been realised,
however, that to find or even read the discussions was extremely time-
consuming and inefficient and, thus, it was a task only performed occasion-
ally. The company specialists had, however, realised that consumers’ ideas



83

can very well be employed in product innovation; although, it was pointed out
that breakthrough ideas usually come from inside the company, whereas con-
sumers only put forward some minor thoughts. As the importance of consum-
ers’ ideas had been realised, the company was planning to launch a specific
innovation platform in which consumers’ ideas could be presented and
discussed. The opportunity to tell consumers how their ideas had been
progressed and what has currently been accomplished as a result would defi-
nitely be positive. However, utilising general discussion forums, open to any-
one on the Internet, to find product innovation ideas was also under consider-
ation. The results of this study show, however, that this approach is unlikely to
be successful.

Interviewing the Suunto representative for a second time revealed that the
company did not build an ideation forum as planned. Such a forum was con-
sidered too slow for product idea generation and also it would take too long to
implement these ideas. Although the company collects feedback and ideas
through various channels, these ideas are typically already known by the
company or too complicated to implement. However, the process is regarded
as beneficial, not for finding new ideas but with helping to define what to
prioritise.

In his second interview, the Suunto professional argued that a discussion
forum is a good way for many companies to integrate their consumers, alt-
hough not necessarily the best method. At least, the company should under-
stand what additional value consumers want in its products or services and,
thus, develop methods by which consumers can participate in product devel-
opment, marketing or distribution. The best alternative might not be traditional
discussion forums but, for example, Suunto’s Movescount, which provides
more visibility than any self-built digital advertising. Movescount also
currently provides the world’s biggest training bank with more than 200
training programmes. In addition, Movescount is utilised for customer support.
With its MySuunto application consumers can ask each other questions and
write product reviews; more than 2,000 questions and answers and also 100
reviews have been written there over the last six months. In December 2012, a
service named Appzone was published on Movescount for research and devel-
opment purposes. In this service, consumers can create their own functions for
heart rate monitors. In practice, previously it was possible to provide 30
functions for sports; however, with Appzone, in which sports enthusiasts
create and share functions, it is now possible to provide almost 1,000. The
Suunto representative points out that the biggest challenge is determining how
to ensure visibility and consumer integration in services that people utilise
daily. From social media applications, Facebook, Twitter and YouTube have
been found efficient with their share-functions.
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According to the Suunto professional, small ideas and prioritisation come
from consumers, but seldom “game changer” ideas. The best way to integrate
consumers is with a service such as the abovementioned Appzone, where con-
sumers develop the products, share their ideas (i.e. advertising) and can ask
each other questions (i.e. support). The role of the company would be to pro-
vide the mechanism and environment for this. In a previous study conducted
by Kotro (2007, 157), another option is the encouragement of company
employees to participate in sports; having a sports background had tradition-
ally not been valued. Gradually, however, it became an important factor and it
was found necessary for sportsmen, both inside and outside the company, to
participate in product development (Kotro 2007, 159).

All functions of a company can be linked with social media; however, every
alternative needs to be carefully considered. The company professional argues
that a discussion forum is seldom a good alternative. The most active consum-
ers are not utilised for anything, nor data on them collected. General discus-
sion forums are occasionally employed to find objective thoughts from
consumers without any loyalty to a specific brand. It is also possible to get
good insights on competitors.

Previously, Suunto had a trainer to answer training-related questions, but it
was later considered an unnecessary cost and he was replaced by company
representatives. It can be noticed from the discussions, however, that the
trainer is treated with the utmost respect and thanked for his advice and help,
whereas the Suunto representatives mainly face annoyance and criticism (see
also subsection 4.2). Especially, the inability to get answers with concrete
details and without any delay causes dissatisfaction and also an attitude that
the company does not respect the participants and underestimates their exper-
tise in product innovation. As the attitude to a trainer is so positive, this
approach might very well be developed with a social media evangelist,
mentioned in the results of article 2. Social media is undoubtedly regarded as
interaction between individuals; however, expertise in training is tolerated,
even met with delight, and the interaction could be built from this perspective.
This approach will also address the requirement of active participation,
whereby constant presence, promptness and rapid speed in answering is
valued.

Whether an outsourced specialist alone can take responsibility for consumer
integration in social media discussion forums is, however, questionable. In any
event, a successful strategy requires a detailed plan concerning how and when
to participate. First, even if originally directed at only one participant, a
“wrong” or otherwise unsatisfactory answer will be posted for thousands of
readers to see. Second, the discussions need in some form to be directed at
deeper and more detailed product innovation ideas. Strategically, the company
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needs to find the correct target groups; in this case, to select the most eager
innovators in the discussions and integrate them into the process. Considering
the speed and extensive amount of unnecessary information, a structural
approach is needed to, first, find and, second, enable utilisation and further
development of important information in the discussions. The discussions
contain a remarkable amount of potential product improvement ideas that, at
this stage, are only rudimentary and possibly only mentioned by an interested
sports enthusiast. The best ideas can indeed be found and further developed
and also consumer needs defined in detail, but only if a consistent dialogue is
maintained between the consumers and company professionals. It should be
remembered, however, that finding, discussing and developing product inno-
vation ideas is a process that should be approached in step-by-step way, as
instant results are impossible. Similar to other kinds of interaction, trust needs
first to be built, after which reliable and trustworthy results can be achieved. A
successful and hard-working company will certainly reap the rewards of
creating a well-planned consumer integration strategy and find a clear
competitive edge with passionate, committed consumers, clearly defined
consumer needs and a better product fit to the market in the long term.

Many previous studies state the need to find and concentrate on the most
innovative consumers (e.g. Bartl 2006; Lettl & Gemünden 2005; Lüthje &
Herstatt 2004;). In relation to this, systematic approaches to identify and inte-
grate the most potentially innovative consumers have been created (Lettl
2007). As innovation does not occur in isolation, but in interaction with all
other participants (cf. Hienerth & Lettl 2011, 191), this study concentrates on
all forum participants and thus adds understanding to the previous studies.
Furthermore, it also provides more information on how to manage consumer
and company interaction in forums, which was a clearly stated need for further
research in a previous study (i.e. Snow et al. 2012, 13).

The results show that discussion forums can be a relevant source for incre-
mental product innovation ideas if a clear and efficient strategy concerning
how to categorise information, participate and integrate consumers is imple-
mented. To some extent, it is possible to utilise all discussion forums, but effi-
cient systematic utilisation requires a company’s own discussion forums and
participation in them. The results of this article can be employed to create
guidelines and as a way, by forward thinking businesses, to connect consum-
ers and product innovation.
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4.4 Article 4: Man, this frustrates me: Evolution of consumer
emotions in online discussions

The results reported in article 4 (A4) show that emotions are prevalent and
openly expressed in online discussions. Although the discussions are typically
neutral with participants asking for help and answering each other’s questions,
the discussions can take a rather quick emotional turn with each comment
further fuelling the prevalent emotion.

In previous research, emotions have typically been divided into four posi-
tive (i.e. affection, contentment, happiness and pride) and four negative (i.e.
anger, fear, sadness and guilt) emotions (Brebner 2003; Eid & Diener 2001;
Laros & Steenkamp 2005). Similarly, the same categorisation is employed in
this study. However, during the analysis process, an additional category was
added as expressions of frustration were notable in the data. Although not
included in the widely employed typology of eight emotions, as a separate
emotion, frustration is considered a highly negative emotion in consumer
behaviour (Tuzovic 2009, 455).

In this study, the ten longest discussions from Suunto’s discussion forums
were first imported to the NVivo-program and expressions showing any of the
nine emotions categorised separately. In addition, the discussions were also
divided comment by comment to determine how the discussions proceed: what
emotion each comment show and with what intensity.

Most of the comments in the discussions are neutral. Among the themes,
especially training results and their accuracy are very enthusiastically dis-
cussed, although in a very neutral manner. The participants are trying to solve
a challenge and, although some error rates caused frustration, the tone of the
discussion remains , if not positive, at least neutral.

This study shows how the prime emotion changes and how emotions spread
from consumer to consumer. In the studied discussions, anger is the most
prevalent emotion. Negative emotions expressed in online contexts have
received only limited attention to date (Grégoire et al. 2009, 18); in addition,
there is a need to study their outcomes (Tuzovic 2010, 455). Therefore, this
study adds knowledge to the extant literature. Anger primarily relates to the
discussed product and its functioning. However, as the company fails to
answer consumers’ complaints, the discussion takes a very negative turn
against the focal company. This finding adds to the previous studies in which
the change from one emotion to another and also between individuals, but not
the change from a product towards a company, have been studied (e.g.
Filipowicz et al. 2011). Additionally, the postings at this point are significantly
angrier than the earlier anger expressed in relation to the product; possible
calming or positive comments no longer have any effect on the tone of the dis-
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cussion. Frustration is most typically caused by error rates in training and also
by connection and software problems. Frustration causes equally negative
discussions as anger, although the discussions remain at a more polite level
and the postings are addressed at other participants, not the company. While
constant error rates cause frustration, the participants really like their heart rate
monitors and try to solve the problem to enable them to train as efficiently as
possible.

Although there are occasionally a couple of consecutive comments showing
positive emotions, totally positive discussions do not exist. Of the positive
emotions, affection is expressed rather mildly compared to happiness, in rela-
tion to which stronger comments are typical. Happiness is typically linked
with training results and the product use in training, whereas affection relates
to the products or the company, and contentment to the products and other
participants.

Emotions have been studied in some online environments (Brebner, 2003;
Coffey & Woolworth, 2004; Kwortnik & Ross 2007); however, the previous
research lacked knowledge on how emotions are expressed and shared in
social media applications such as blogs and discussion forums (Chea & Luo
2008, 29). The results of this study demonstrate that participants in discussion
forums openly show both their negative and positive emotions. Anger is the
most prevalent emotion, followed by frustration, contentment, happiness and
affection, each of which having a similar share of comments. There are no
comments showing either shame or pride in the discussions. Furthermore, fear
and sadness are shown only in a couple of comments.

To find relevant product improvement ideas in discussion forums, under-
standing consumer complaint behaviour is essential (Chea & Luo 2008, 46).
Based on the results of this study, it can be concluded that it is important for
companies to read their company maintained discussion forums regularly and
to react quickly to negative comments. One angry comment leads to another
and, if not stopped quickly, the whole discussion becomes very negative, thus
stopping a potentially promising discussion on innovation. As noted in this
study, company unresponsiveness fuels negative emotions the most. There-
fore, the correct timing of company intervention is crucial. However, it is not
only the speed of intervention that is important, the content of the answers also
needs to be properly planned as they will remain in discussion forums for
anyone to see. As negative emotions are found in this study to be stronger and
more abundant than those that are positive and there are differences between
the emotions of anger and frustration, it is recommended that frustration
receives particular attention in studying consumers’ emotions.

Previous studies on emotions shown in online environments have concen-
trated on consumer satisfaction (Füller et al. 2009), consumer motivation
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(Bartl 2006) and process satisfaction (Franke & Piller 2004). There is a need
to consider emotion in relation to innovation creation and success (Wood &
Moreau 2006, 54), as they are closely related to the consumer experience
(Phillips & Baumgartner 2002). The results of this study support previous
results indicating that it is important to understand the collective effects within
discussions in forums due to their anonymity and the potential to contact large
audiences simultaneously (Chmiel et al. 2011). This article also adds under-
standing on negative emotions and their effects on discussions and, thus, on
company and product image. Furthermore, the study indicates that, when con-
sidering innovation possibilities, emotions evoked by the company and its cur-
rent products should also be addressed.
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5 CONTRIBUTIONS AND EVALUATION

5.1 Theoretical contribution

This study contributes to the virtual product innovation discussion, which is
relatively new as it was largely fuelled by the new emerging technologies
relating to different social media applications. This study is based on the liter-
ature relating to consumer integration, virtual idea creation, creating consumer
value and prevalence of emotions in online discussions. Table 12 presents the
main theoretical contribution of the study in relation to the extant literature.
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Table 12 Theoretical contribution of the study

Research question Main findings in the previous liter-
ature

New findings

To what extent do discus-
sion forums contain possible
ideas for incremental prod-
uct innovation?

Online co-creation communities
can be employed for idea genera-
tion (Herstatt & Sander 2004a; Pitta
& Fowler 2005; Bartl 2006; Füller
& Matzler 2007; Jawecki et al.
2009; Füller 2010; Gebauer et al.
2012).

Online communities contain
both product innovation ideas
and consumers eager to partici-
pate. This is the reality also in
communities not aimed at inno-
vation or maintained by compa-
nies.

What would be the potential
of discussion forums in cre-
ating consumer value?

Co-creation innovative communi-
ties have potential for value crea-
tion (Füller & Matzler, 2008).

Open innovation is important in
product innovation (e.g. Seybold,
2006; Ulwick 2005, von Hippel
2005).

Consumer value attributes exist
among unselected participants
in forums open to anyone.

Closed forums established for
innovation purposes are more
beneficial than general forums
open to anyone on the Internet.

How should consumers be
integrated into idea genera-
tion for the company to
determine unmet consumer
needs?

Company maintained online meth-
ods such as idea competitions (Soll
2006) and toolkits (Bartl 2006)
have been successful experiments.

Sports enthusiasts and lead users
are the most desired innovators
(Hestatt et al. 2003; Jeppesen &
Frederiksen 2006; Lettl 2007; von
Hippel 1986).

Online forums can be utilised in
product innovation without any
company intervention, although
not very efficiently. Either a
closed forum established for
innovation purposes with both
company representatives and
consumers interacting or a fo-
rum with a product innovation
evangelist directing the discus-
sions are promising methods for
consumer integration.

Sports enthusiasts and lead us-
ers are very experienced and
active in discussions, although it
needs to be checked that they
represent the correct target
groups and do not have overly
specific needs.

How do consumer emotions
towards an innovation
evolve along the online dis-
cussion?

Categorisation of basic consumer
emotions has worked well in online
studies (Laros & Steenkamp 2005).

One emotion turning to another and
the contagion of emotion from one
individual to another are typical
(Filipowich et al. 2011).

It is crucial for a company to react
quickly to negative postings online
(Chea & Luo 2008).

Although the categorisation of
basic consumer emotions (Laros
& Steenkamp 2005) works well
with online data, also “frustra-
tion” might be considered a
discrete emotion.

The target of emotion changes
quickly.

It is important not only to han-
dle consumer complaints but
also rapidly address problems
that evoke negative emotions.

Virtual product innovation has certainly raised interest among researchers,
engendering different experiments. Online communities have been studied by
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Herstatt & Sander (2004a), Pitta and Fowler (2005), Bartl (2006), Füller &
Matzler (2007), Jawecki et al. (2009), Füller (2010), Gebauer et al. (2012),
thus forming the closest link to this study. In these studies, however, the com-
munities were co-creation communities with chosen participants and the fo-
rums were designated purely for that purpose. These idea generation commu-
nities have been established and are maintained solely for that purpose. In this
study, forums open to anyone on the Internet were studied. Six of these forums
were general discussion forums, in which all desired themes were discussed,
whereas 22 forums were established and maintained by Suunto. Suunto’s
discussion forums were originally aimed at information sharing and to be a
new kind of “frequently asked questions” board. They were read occasionally,
mainly to see consumer feedback, but they were in no sense considered
important for innovation purposes.

This study supports the findings of previous research by showing that dis-
cussion forums contain both product innovation ideas and consumers eager to
participate. Although the communities examined in this study were not aimed
at innovation, but for information sharing and conversation, this characteristic
still existed.

Soll (2006) studied online idea competitions as a way to find promising
new product ideas, whereas Bartl (2006) concentrated on different toolkits to
further develop previously stated ideas. These approaches and also creating
and maintaining online communities, as previously mentioned, already require
activity and involvement from the company. Today, many companies voice
the idea of occasionally utilising discussion forums on the Internet, almost
without any effort and free of charge, but face reality when realising the
amount of material and its unstructured character. The purpose of this study is
to analyse how discussion forums can be employed for incremental idea gen-
eration. Discussions were observed in this study without any intervention from
the researcher or the company. Thus, this study fills a gap in the theoretical
discussion relating to virtual product innovation.

In this study, it was noted that consumers with the most ideas and construc-
tive comments were those with the most knowledge and user experience
relating to the product in question. They were also those who showed high
motivation in getting the most out of their equipment. Furthermore, in case
there were some functional problems or inadequacies, their main interest was
aimed at solving the challenge, typically with a positive attitude. Often, they
even complemented their postings with charts, figures and technical details
and by offering solutions to others or even new creative ways to improve the
situation. Based on the study, it can be concluded that ideas for incremental
product improvements exist in discussion forums, even without active com-
pany intervention.
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This research focuses on the use of social media discussion forums in
incremental product innovation. It concentrates both on value creation in
conjunction with consumers and consumer integration into the idea develop-
ment stage of the whole product innovation process. Idea generation, as the
preliminary stage of the product innovation process, has been chosen to be the
main interest of this study as it was assumed, and later confirmed during the
research, that ideas are indeed abundant in discussion forums. The early stages
of the product innovation process has been studied less than the later stages;
therefore, this study also contributes to the practice.

As suggested in the theoretical framework (figure 6), the nature of social
media discussion forums creates new possibilities and also challenges for
companies. Successful companies can easily reach and interact with the
masses at a rapid speed and determine consumer preferences and new market
trends. By only establishing an Internet connection, consumers can participate
whenever and wherever they wish as there are no restrictions to location and
time and no expensive costs. In addition to the technological ease of use, so-
cial trends promote the use of discussion forums and social media in general.
In the empirical study, a fourth influencer on the background was noted: in the
discussions, participants often compared products to competing products,
either presenting them to others as alternatives or threatening to change to
them when displeased with Suunto’s products or the company’s responses to
their requests or questions. Therefore, a fourth influencer “competing
products” has been added to the social media block in the modified theoretical
framework (figure 9).
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Figure 9 Modified framework of the study
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The next block in the framework presents the early stages of the product
innovation process. The importance of the idea generation phase, which is the
interest of this study, has been recognised in previous studies (e.g. Hauser et
al. 2006; Riedel & Schraps 2010; Urban & Hauser 1993b; Wahren 2004).
When reading and analysing the discussion forums in this study it became
obvious that the discussions contain a lot of information concerning consumer
wishes and feedback on the product performance. The abundance of infor-
mation, however, causes a serious challenge for companies: how to find the
correct “pearls” among the unnecessary comments. Nevertheless, if the inter-
est is only in idea generation, discussion forums provide an ideal platform for
them. As argued by Wahren (2004, 99), it is first necessary to generate as
many ideas as possible or, by Urban & Hauser (1993b, 126), to create very
different ideas. For this purpose, discussion forums are ideal and even passive
observation methods are suitable.

By only observing the discussions, even occasionally, companies most
likely miss many promising ideas, with those that are found simply being very
“raw” mentioned wishes without further comments or clarifications. The
crucial aim is to find the correct consumers, those who form the appropriate
target group. It is, indeed, easy to distinguish the most active and innovative-
minded consumers in the discussion, those with passion to innovate who are
eager to share their experiences to develop improved products. These, in this
case sports enthusiasts, also termed lead users in the literature, are usually
willing to share their expertise and help others and also to contribute to the
discussion; however, it needs to be decided whether these participants repre-
sent the correct target group in relation to each product. In some cases, it could
be seen in the discussions that their needs were very special, not related to the
wishes of a “normal” consumer but to those of an extreme sportsperson. This
it its turn supports the findings of previous studies relating to lead users (e.g.
Herstatt et al. 2003; Jeppesen & Frederiksen 2006; Lettl 2007, von Hippel
1986).

Although open innovation has been popular among researchers (Piller 2006;
Seybold 2006; Ulwick 2005; von Hippel 2005), the empirical findings in this
study emphasise the benefits of a closed innovative community for a company.
The discussion forums, open to anyone, seem to collect extreme opinions and,
at least, definitely a very large amount of unnecessary information. These
extreme opinions contain neutral, positive and negative emotions, of which
those that are negative dominate and are generally stronger than positive emo-
tions. As negative emotions are stronger in this study and more abundant than
those that are positive and also because there are differences between the
emotions of anger and frustration, we recommend that frustration be paid
particular attention in studying emotion among consumers. Thus, the variety
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of negative emotions could be better described. Expressed emotions, espe-
cially negative emotions, effectively stop any innovative discussion.

Although emotions are first targeted to the product and its performance,
they rather quickly take a turn towards the whole company. This study
contributes to previous studies (e.g. Filipowicz et al. 2011) in which the
change from one emotion to another and also the contagion of emotions from
one person to another have been studied. Furthermore, the findings demon-
strate that it is crucial for a company to show interest in consumer complaints
and react quickly to negative postings online. In turn, this confirms the previ-
ous studies’ findings (Chea & Luo 2008; Chebat et al. 2005).

5.2 Managerial implications

A practical implication of this study, from a company’s perspective, is the
finding that idea generation in discussion forums does not have to be overly
difficult. Most likely in closed innovative forums, it is certainly possible, with
a consumer integration plan and time investment, to find promising product
innovation ideas, to integrate the best innovators and create value together.
The key issues seem to be willingness to participate and also investing time
and resources to efficient planning. Another alternative is to find product
innovation evangelists to help consumers further develop promising ideas. In
so doing, the evangelists need to be provided with some tools and instructions
on what to aim at and how to act.

Many companies have voiced the idea of “occasionally checking discussion
forums to find brilliant ideas” free of charge, thus having no need to establish
and maintain their own forums. One of the central contributions of this study
is, however, the realisation that such attempts are not possible. First, reading
the discussions is not efficient and, second, the level of discussions in general
discussion forums on any topic is not sufficiently high and detailed to deter-
mine promising ideas. It is thus not possible to reap the rewards without any
investment.

A key to success is to integrate the consumers and maintain their interest in
a product and its improvements. There is an abundance of suitable participants
in the discussions who are certainly interested in the products in question and
possess an extensive knowledge on them and their usage. With an open
approach and invitation to product innovation forums, the problems of confi-
dentiality and protection of interest are also solved.

Generally, company owned discussion forums are technically easy to build
and maintain. However, the problem lies not in building and maintaining
discussion forums, but with the ability to participate. Without supervision,
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discussions tend to easily turn towards negativity, especially if something is
found annoying or upsetting. It does not need to be much, just an incorrectly
formulated message to one participant that is then posted for thousands of
others to see or the inability to answer a question sufficiently quickly or
precisely. Maintaining discussion forums without a purpose does not seem to
make sense; however, it is typical. The reality is that social media is a very
efficient channel for spreading both positive and negative messages concern-
ing a company. Therefore, if a discussion forum is built, it is highly recom-
mended to consider its purpose and the strategy for company interaction
before the forum is opened to consumers. If consumers find the company
intervention inadequate, negative rumours will very quickly spread through
Internet declaring the company’s disinterested attitude, which will cause both
anger and frustration.

The challenge of further developing promising ideas leads to the third block
in the modified theoretical framework. Simply observing discussions is an
easy option, although it will not bring the best results. To enable selection and
evaluation of the generated ideas with consumers, the company needs to
actively participate in the discussions, hire a product innovation evangelist,
defined in this study, or create a closed forum for the best innovators in the
discussions. If the discussion remains at a rather general level, it is possible to
utilise forums, open to everyone; however, closed access to a protected envi-
ronment is necessary to gain more promising results. Discussion forums are a
very good resource with which to find the correct participants and to prelimi-
narily test their suitability for idea generation purposes: to determine their
level of expertise, attitude and ability to originate ideas and also to interact
with others.

These innovation-oriented consumers can also be utilised as so-called com-
pany evangelists, who subtly direct discussions in the forums, keep the discus-
sion focused on interesting topics until a promising idea has been generated to
a concrete level and maintain a positive atmosphere. This, so-called social
media evangelist (Dwyer 2007, 76) has been presented earlier in relation to
social media marketing, in which their role is to spread positive word-of-
mouth among consumers. This study shows that suitable product innovation
evangelists are easily recognisable in discussion forums as they typically stop
a negative and complaining thread and remind discussants of something posi-
tive in relation to the product or service. Often, these individuals are those
who possess a high level of expertise and eagerly help other forum members
with their problems, show charts and diagrams and are deeply interested in
efficient training and accurate results.

A product innovation evangelist would solve the problem of unwanted
company intervention in open discussion forums. Although answers are occa-



97

sionally requested, sometimes even demanded, company interaction is not
intrinsically accepted and, as noticed in the empirical part of the study, the
attitude towards company representatives is close to hostile. A product inno-
vation evangelist should be a private individual, an outsider like the other par-
ticipants, and could very well work from the training perspective, offering
help and advice for training. Thus, the evangelist would be well received.

It is a challenge to determine ideas that have potential in the eyes of the
target consumers, as very little is known on their backgrounds. The nature of
the discussions demands at least a person, such as the product innovation
evangelist, to direct the discussions. However, if asked to participate in a
closed innovative forum, the best innovators will probably wish to participate
as they appreciate honest interaction, feel valuable and are, in turn, loyal and
eager to offer their expertise for the company to utilise.

Evangelists and closed forums are indeed practical solutions for a company
to choose. However, as presented in the fourth block in figure 9 , a systematic
plan is needed. As noticed in the empirical part of the study, consumers are
interested in discussing technical problems, efficient training and training
results and also in seeking support for the buying decision process. Especially,
discussions relating to accurate training results and efficient training cause a
lot of emotion and show the participants’ deep dedication to the matter. Thus,
it would thus make sense to utilise this enthusiasm and build the interaction
around these themes. Consumers expect continuous interaction and are easily
upset or annoyed with company unresponsiveness and unsatisfactory com-
ments. The findings of this study show how one angry or frustrated comment
leads to another and, typically, the whole discussion becomes very negative. In
turn, without well-timed company intervention, this effectively stops any con-
structive discussion. As pointed out by Prahalad & Ramaswamy (2004b, 7),
high quality interactions that give consumers the opportunity to actively com-
municate with the company and participate in generating new product
improvement ideas, thus creating value to them, are the key to competitive
advantage.

Determining unmet consumer needs and incremental product innovation
ideas is closely linked with consumer value creation. Lundkvist & Yakhlev
(2004, 249) argue that consumers and company professionals are equally
important when generating new ideas and selecting those with the most poten-
tial for further evaluation. Although the social aspects in social media interac-
tion are important to consumers, it needs to be remembered that the biggest
motivating factor is the possibility of improved products (Sawhney et al. 2005,
6). The empirical part of this study crystallises the point that participants are
not simply after any product improvements, but those that will directly help
them to reach their specific goals; for instance, to run their planned marathon
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or triathlon competition faster or to improve their physical fitness. In these
cases, the discussants have very little patience or understanding; training
results need to be extremely precise and the training the most efficient possi-
ble. They have a lot of time and energy to count percentages and draw charts
and tables to show and share how their training has improved. In addition,
they take their training very seriously, aiming at changing activity classes as
soon as possible with the minimum rest. For these purposes, the participants
would definitely be willing to engage in innovation activities.

From the consumer perspective, a practical implication of this study is
company interest in innovation in conjunction with consumers. Many compa-
nies already participate actively in discussion forums and provide ideas and
advice on a wide variety of subjects and topics concerning which they are
knowledgeable, thus gaining the trust of consumers (Scott 2007, 87). Compa-
nies seek valuable consumer insight to enable improvements to their products
(Volmer & Precourt 2008, 54) and it is well known by these companies that
consumers utilise the Internet to share experiences regarding the latest equip-
ment, exchange ideas for product modification and even develop entirely new
concepts (Jawecki et al. 2009, 1).

As discussed in subsection 5.1, for many enthusiastic consumers, the best
reward for participating in the innovation process is the possibility of getting
improved products. Consumers are especially eager to innovate if the discus-
sion is related to a hobby about which they are passionate; for instance, sports.
However, unless consumers are prepared to begin designing and producing the
products themselves, they need company professionals to participate. To
ensure a result with the most potential, it is best to have both consumers and
company professionals equally committed to the process, to generate ideas
from the very beginning and not just put forward ready tailored ideas to a
company representative. It was found during this study that, from the company
perspective, many ideas presented in the forums are already known to the
company and therefore of little interest. However, it was also found that there
were ideas with potential that, for some reason, the company chose not to pur-
sue. In both cases, close interaction and a different attitude might have
promoted a different result.

For an organisation supporting innovations discussion forums, there could
be a relevant test laboratory to determine whether an innovative idea has
potential in the eyes of both the company and consumers. Here, a moderator or
a previously mentioned product innovation evangelist, committed to promot-
ing innovations, might present an idea to the participants. Questions are a
well-received form of interaction in forums and participants are generally very
eager to help others and share their opinions, especially, if the idea in question
is interesting to them. As discussed in subsection 5.1, such themes are those
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that help the participants to achieve their goals; for instance, in a form of
improved training or more accurate results.

5.3 Evaluation of the study

The evaluation of a qualitative study is not as simple as that of a quantitative
study. Also, there are various criteria for evaluation put forward by different
researchers; two different researchers with the same data can have different
perspectives and reach different conclusions and also perceive connections to
the extant literature from a different viewpoint. The qualitative approach is
flexible and gives a researcher many choices to present the research (Coffee &
Atkinson 1996, 28; Lincoln & Guba 1985, 290). Therefore, the argumentation
and explanation of a research process and the results are essential.

Although researchers employ different terms for the evaluation criteria of a
study’s trustworthiness, the contents seem to be rather similar. Typically, con-
cepts of internal and external validity and also internal and external reliability
are covered (e.g. Aaltio & Puusa 2011, 154–156; Goodwin & Goodwin 1984,
413; Parker 1990, 613). Therefore, they have also been employed in this study.

The concept of internal validity is widely recognised in qualitative studies
(Tynjälä 1991, 390) and refers to the extent to which conclusions drawn in the
research give an accurate description of what occurred (Eriksson &
Kovalainen 2008, 292) and the harmony between the theory and the defini-
tions employed in the study (Eskola & Suoranta 1998, 214). Thus, the
researcher shows the theoretical knowledge gained in the sphere of the study.
In this study, the researcher first familiarised herself with previous studies and
the theoretical background. A theoretical framework was also built before
beginning the empirical process. Key concepts were defined prior to the
empirical study and the research questions formed. Thus, the theoretical back-
ground formed a solid basis for the empirical study.

The researcher chose observation for the data gathering method. Observa-
tion has the advantage of unobtrusiveness and overcomes any threats to valid-
ity emerging from a possible influence that the observer might have on the
persons under observation (McKinnon 1988, 47). In this case, the researcher
definitely had no influence on their content or the discussion process as the
discussions were read after they had been written. However, McKinnon (1988,
47) points out that, in observation from outside, the researcher is forced to
work with incomplete data and without the opportunity to ask clarifying ques-
tions. Thus, there is a risk of misinterpretation. It would have benefitted this
study if the researcher had been able to reach the discussants and ask for their
opinions and some clarifying questions. However, the discussion forums were
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no longer active at the time of data gathering: they were planned to be closed
by the company, were not updated or modified and, thus, were of no further
interest to the consumers. As the company had not gathered data on the
participants, it was impossible to contact them. However, the researcher asked
a company representative and a trainer, hired to answer training-related ques-
tions in the forums, complementary questions. Considering the research ques-
tion, which relates to observing and not participating in the discussion forums,
this approach was considered appropriate. Understandably, a larger amount of
interviews might have improved the understanding of a company viewpoint.

In addition to internal validity, external validity needs to be evaluated
(Tynjälä 1991, 390). External validity refers to the link between the analysis
and conclusions drawn during the study and from the data (Eskola & Suoranta
1998, 214); a research is externally valid when it accurately describes the
research objective (Grönfors 1982, 174). Therefore, the transparency of the
analytical chain is essential (Aaltio & Puusa 2011, 155). The focal company
and product are openly revealed in this study, thus making the study more
transparent.

Validity concerns the question on whether the researcher is studying the
stated research phenomenon (McKinnon 1988, 36) scientifically and showing
the knowledge gained in the sphere (Eskola & Suoranta 1998, 214). In addi-
tion, validity concerns the wholeness of the phenomenon under research and
the transparency of the analytical chain (Aaltio & Puusa 2011, 155), showing
both the credibility of the analysis and the relationship between the conclu-
sions and the data (Eskola & Suoranta 1998, 214). In the analysis, special
attention was paid to the systematic handling and categorisation of the data. In
this study, the phenomenon under research is the potential of discussion
forums in idea generation. The aim was to gain deeper understanding, which
has also been achieved. However, it has to be noted that different discussion
forums, for instance, relating to IT, might have given different answers. Nev-
ertheless, the general principles would have been the same: participants would
have been eager to discuss product ideas that would create additional value for
them in a form of improved products, and would have included very enthusi-
astic and experienced participants and also those visiting the forum and just
getting started.

In the analysis, special attention was paid to the systematic handling and
categorising of data. The data analysis process is described in figure 9 in sub-
section 5.1. Each step was planned with care and the process defined before
analysing the material.

In addition to validity, reliability is an essential part of a study’s trustwor-
thiness (Tynjälä 1991, 391). Reliability in qualitative research is concerned
with the reciprocity of the research, whether two researchers would come to



101

similar results and conclusions (Aaltio & Puusa 2011, 156). In addition, data
are considered reliable when they do not include controversial samples
(Grönfors 1982, 175–176).

In this study, the researcher decided to observe the discussions from out-
side. This approach overcomes any threats to validity and reliability arising
from effects caused by the observer, although there is a risk of misinterpreta-
tion due to the researcher’s inability to ask questions (McKinnon 1988, 47).
The data was there for anyone to see and had been gathered over a long time
period; as such, the process was transparent. It has to remembered, however,
that the questions of validity and reliability concern the whole research rather
than only the empirical aspects (Tynjälä 1991, 390). Another researcher might
have chosen a different approach to the phenomenon under research. Although
there is a risk for misinterpretation with the pure observation method, as
discussed earlier in this chapter, this risk mainly relates to small details. There
were no controversies in the data; to a large extent, the different discussion
forums, discussions and separate comments produced similar results. There
were minor differences between the discussions and the different forums,
although the main characteristics were the same. The amount of data was also
large and was derived from 2,187 discussions from 28 different discussion
forums. This amount of data is considered to have given reliable results.

To increase reliability, Grönfors (1982, 175–176) suggests that data is
observed several times. This approach was considered beneficial in this study.
The data were read several times. Also, data categorisation was systematically
conducted after obtaining a general picture on the characteristics of the data.
Due to the large amount of data, its organisation and categorisation was a long
process and the researcher returned to the previously organised data several
times, which certainly improved the process. Furthermore, the researcher tried
to promote confirmability by carefully saving all discussions in both electronic
and paper formats, creating detailed Excel tables during each step of the data
organisation and analysis process, categorising the data by utilising the NVivo
program and including comments from the discussions in the analysis.

In addition, the researcher has reported the research process in detail to
enable others to evaluate the process and see how the conclusions were drawn.
The discussion forums chosen are listed and also the supporting materials
described in subsection 3.2. In this study, the chosen case discussion forums
related to heart rate monitors; however, they provide a general understanding
on the reality of discussion forums and their role in product innovation.

This subsection describes the trustworthiness, weaknesses and strengths of
the study. Most weaknesses are linked with the pure observation method,
although the researcher endeavoured to decrease the weaknesses during the
research. Considering the research question, observation was a natural choice
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for this study and, during the research, identified many interesting ideas for
further research, which will be further discussed in the following subsection.

5.4 Future research possibilities

This study raises several new research possibilities that were out of reach
within this research. The relative newness of social media research offers
many new research possibilities within older and more researched themes in
relation to product innovation, consumer integration and value creation
process.

The study shows that a comparative study within another sphere is needed
to expand the results from sports to another products. The newest technology,
currently iPads and iPhones, is another theme that causes a lot of discussion on
the Internet. Adding different types of product to the study would make it
possible to determine whether they influence the level of interest and ideas
mentioned and also change the process and nature of the discussions.

Discussion forums have not been overly studied in general and, thus, there
are many aspects to address; for instance, how to maintain and direct discus-
sions without damaging the process between individuals, how to participate in
the discussion from a company perspective while, however, considering the
required ethics (e.g. no false identities or false messages) and how to ensure
confidentiality and trust.

Themes arising directly from this study relate to the product innovation
process. As this study only addresses the idea generation stage, it certainly will
be necessary to cover, first, the other steps during the early stages of the prod-
uct innovation process and, second, the whole product innovation process. It
would be interesting to study active and currently popular forums, interview
the most likely potential innovators for further information, interact with par-
ticipants in the forums and also to study more closely how the most likely
potential innovators might be included in the whole innovation process.

The concept of a product innovation evangelist and its further testing in
practice is definitely a theme for a novel future study. Finding a suitable evan-
gelist, creating a work description for him or her in a specific case, and
implementing and also analysing the process in practice will be a very inter-
esting new research topic. In this regard, emotions should also be included in
future research; for example, how does the participation of a product innova-
tion evangelist affect the expressions of emotions and will the discussions
become more positive and efficient for idea generation purposes.

It is proposed in this study that a closed innovative forum would be a more
efficient potential source for product innovation ideas. The change from an
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open forum to a closed innovation community comprising selected partici-
pants will consequently also be of the utmost interest, as will a comparison
between an open and closed forum within the same study.
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Appendix 3: Content related to buying behaviour support in general
discussion forums

Theme Examples of the content
What kind of a
HRM should I
buy?

Do you have any experience? (24)24

What would you recommend to me? (11)
Which HRM is suitable for water sports? (3)
What is the cheapest HRM with a data transfer possibility?
Can someone recommend an HRM with running features (2), interval timing and a speed
control.
With which can I do orienteering in the forest? (2)

I prefer this
one,
because…

It’s of high quality.
it works well. (23)
it’s very accurate (4) and reliable. (2)
it looks very good (2)
training software is very nice. (6)
material is really good.
you can change the battery.
of the compatibility with the belts.
you can modify the functions.
it works fine in water.

I don’t like
this one / I’m
not buying this
one,
because…

there has been a lot of discussions and problems. (2)
it’s not showing EPOC-values.
I’ve had problems with efficiency.
there are a lot of quality problems.
it is bad. (5)
there are problems with software. (2)
they are very expensive. (3)
of inaccurate measurements. (6)
it’s too technical. (3)
the GPS does not working properly. (2)
it is not good for running, and I’m training for a marathon. (2),
there are very few possibilities for modifications.
it eats a lot of batteries. (2)

I’d like to buy
this one, but…

what is the right price now? (7)
what kind of analysis software comes with the device? (2)
where can I get it? (2)
can I install it like this (photos)?
are these compatible? (3)
is there new isolation and cover in the package?
how flexible is the belt and how can I measure it?
how should I train with an HRM so that it understands my goals? (2)
do I also need additional equipment? (2)
could you, please, show a picture of your device?

If you want to
buy an
HRM…

you can buy it here (link). (8)
I bought this one and like it. (33)
here are some prices. (12)
buy this one, if you want to follow your level of HR, find out how to be efficient.
you can read user experiences here. (2)
don’t buy this one as the information given is insufficient (4) and there are no support
pages. (2)

24 Numbers in parentheses indicate how often the topic was mentioned. Those without numbers
indicate n=1.
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Appendix 4: Content related to buying behaviour support in Suunto’s
discussion forums

25 Numbers indicate how often the topic was mentioned. Those without numbers indicate n=1.

Theme Examples of the content
What kind of
an HRM
should I buy?

Do you have any experiences? (2)25

I prefer this
one
because…

it’s more comfortable to wear.
it’s shorter and lighter than the old ones.
I activated and paired it without any problems.
it’s accurate. (4)
the distance accuracy is clearly attached.
it’s great in situations when instant speed is important.
I’m very happy with it.
it’s an invaluable tool.
it’s very flexible.
it can show barometer reading.

I don’t like
this one / I’m
not buying
this one
because…

speed is a random number once you deviate even slightly from the
calibrated speed.
distance is easily incorrect.
accuracy problems. (2)
so many things are not working. (3)
when I have Windows on my PC, everything just freezes.
it’s too expensive.
the communication between the device and PC is problematic.

I’d like to
buy this one,
but…

how does it handle low temperatures?
do you use the same CF with the new device?
I’m looking for a cheaper replacement.
what is the difference between this one and its update? (2)
will the ascent function be true?

If you want
to buy an
HRM…

you cannot really criticise the accuracy, unless you always use it in the
same conditions.
remember to budget 450 USD for the watch and 10 USD for a headlight,
if you plan to run in the dark.
look at this link for charts. (2)
just for your information, I asked about the update, but didn’t receive a
good answer.
you have to realise that they are going to charge for the updates.
in this one there is training EPOC on the screen during training.
you can customise the display.
cadence is compatible, in this HRM, with new cycling cadence sensors.
in this model it’s possible to turn off the R-R recording.
here is a link to my websites, I can calculate optimal training loads for
you.
I have just written a running guide for this new HRM.
the key to succeed is to get the correct AC and understand how to get the
correct mix of duration intensity and recovery.
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Appendix 5:  Participation of the trainer in the discussions

Content Number of
comments

Examples of comments

Opinions on
the product.

4 “Suunto / Firstbeat are my favourite packages.”
“I don’t understand what you mean by ugly.”

Answers to
questions on
training
results.

5 “I’m not sure they are good examples. TE2 is very low and
recovery almost immediate.”
“e-mail me and I’ll help, this is the most accurate product on the
market.”
“I’ll explain your TE-values here.”

Answers
related to
questions on
training
efficiency.

13 “You could do a short duration high intensity session with low
Kcals, the other  issue is where intervals both Kcals may be low
and TE look low but fatigue quite high.”
“Both of your sessions demand the same recovery period, granted a
session has to be tailored, but it depends on what you are trying to
achieve.”
“I think that I may have to write a document and post it on my
website about how to use the calculator.”
“Very important points about thresholds, it’s important to know
when to adjust your AC, you’ll need to have your personal settings
correct, have a look at pages 38-41.”

Comments
related to the
software.

6 “The T6C and T6 is a good combination, but the underlying
principles are the same. The power of the software is the key
thing.”
“Give some specific examples, which versions of the software, it’s
difficult to follow general discussions.”
“I’m not sure the upgrade will keep the old software settings.
You’ll need to ask Suunto.”
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The purpose of this paper is to examine the potential use of social media discussion forums in
product innovation. The literature shows the value of sport addicts and hobbyists as innovators
in product innovation; hence this study is related to sports. This is an empirical study based on
substantial data collected from 28 discussion forums. Altogether 2,178 discussions related to
heart rate monitors have been evaluated for this paper.

Discussion forums can be regarded as a source of product innovation. However, due to the
excessive amount of information in these forums, a planned approach in order to utilize these
remarks is necessary. Sport addicts and hobbyists are very interested in product improvements
and usage possibilities, forming a considerable resource. Social media discussion forums can
replace focus groups, online surveys and panels, and it is easy to reach large groups, test ideas
and secure feedback. However, the rapid speed in conversations and excessive need for
interaction between individuals set high demands for organizations, as they should clearly
decide how to participate, when and how to direct discussions, and how to effectively be
present.

Contents

Introduction
Social media product innovation
Consumer integration into social media product innovation
Discussion forums as a source for social media product innovation
Conclusions

Introduction

During the last few years, social media has become very popular, appearing in newspapers,
other media and conversations almost daily. New possibilities offered by its different
applications are presented and success stories told. There is some interest in the corporate
world in social media but, in some cases, organizations are unclear on how to effectively utilize
social media. Success stories told by some companies and professionals are by their nature
vague and leave quite much to the imagination. Most often, it appears that companies are
interested in social media as a means to gather consumer feedback and to market specific
products. Social media product innovation has been regarded as more complicated and
demanding.

Social media can strictly be defined as media content that has been produced and shared to a
specific community or collection of communities (Heinonen, 2009). Usually social media is
linked with Internet–based applications that are targeted for conversation, socializing and
networking online. Social media is often defined as being interactive, sharing information about
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something of mutual interest (Evans, 2008). The challenge to organizations is to offer
interesting topics and content at a relatively rapid (in terms of the organization) speed. Social
media applications are characterized by openness, participation, conversation, community and
connectedness, and include, for instance, social networks, blogs, wikis, podcasts, discussion
forums, virtual worlds and photo–, audio– and video sharing.

Product innovation is interpreted in this paper as the development of a new product (Trott,
2005), as a result of improvements made to existing products (Ulwick, 2005). Product
innovation is an umbrella term which embraces improvements as well as radical alterations to
what is produced or supplied (Johne, 1994). Innovations can be divided into radical and
incremental, of which incremental innovations rely on continuous improvements to products
(Hilzenbecher, 2005) or to products that have minor changes in attributes from the
consumers’perspective (Hoonsopon and Tuenrom, 2009; Schilling, 2008; Reichwald, et al.,
2007). These innovations might not be particularly new or exceptional; they might have been
previously known and involve only a minor adjustment (Schilling, 2008). More than 80 percent
of innovation initiatives are designed to develop incremental innovations that already have an
established consumer base (Ulwick, 2005). The risks related to innovation tend to be lower for
incremental innovations (Prandelli, et al., 2008). This paper concentrates on incremental
product innovations as they seem to fit better into the nature of discussion forums. The main
ingredient in discussions is their interactivity and unstructured communication. It is difficult to
maintain a long discussion concentrated on a single topic. It would be a challenge to develop
totally new products in discussion forums, but they offer a constant flow of ideas for minor
improvements as well as insights into consumers.

Many researchers in product innovation have been interested in the later stages of the product
innovation process and have already recognized opportunities that could be realized in practice.
Less research has been devoted to early stages of the processs, partly because information
gathered during later stages is seen as more reliable (Verworn and Herstatt, 1999) and
therefore has immediate utility to many researchers and companies. On the other hand, if it is
possible to specify a product clearly during the early stages of the innovation process, it will
lead to cost intensive and efficient work during later stages (Reichwald, et al., 2007).
Discussion forums offer a constant flow of ideas, but they are hardly usable at only an
observational level: an intervention with specified questions is needed. With this strategy social
media discussion forums are a way forward in product innovation.

Some research has examined the early stages of the product innovation process. For example,
management of the fuzzy front end has been treated by Verworn and Herstatt (1999), while
product innovation with consumers, and their integration into the whole process has been
examined by Wobser (2003), Wecht (2005), Reichart (2002), and Lüthje (2004). In addition to
product innovation management, several themes have been mentioned separately: idea
competitions (Soll, 2006), toolkits (Bartl, 2006), community based innovation (Bartl, 2006),
virtual communities (Herstatt and Sander, 2004; Jawecki, et al., 2009) and virtual worlds
(Herstatt and Sander, 2004). Many of these studies are at a rather general level, concentrating
on innovation management and pointing out the importance of consumer integration
throughout the whole product innovation process. Virtual worlds have been seen as a very
potential area for co–creation with consumers.

Some attention has been paid to different brand communities and online communities in
product innovation. However, in general, discussion forums have been mainly studied only for
advertising and promotional purposes as well as for gathering information. A closer link to this
study was found in educational research, where analysis of the contents of discussions tied to
the role of an instructor were studied. Thus, the possible significant role of discussion forums in
product innovation is understood, but has remained unclear.

As social media and related phenomena are relatively new, many different experiments are
typical. A relatively large amount of literature is very practice–oriented, in order to financially
benefit from social media. In this sense, product innovation has not raised a great deal of
interest, as immediate benefits in marketing are seen easier as more attainable. Weber (2009)
argues, however, that community building focusing on a common interest of its members is
one of the fastest growing applications on the Internet. Thus, discussion forums offer a
remarkable resource for product innovation and a possibility to transform early stages of the
product innovation process into new dimensions.
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Social media product innovation

Developing new ideas seems to be the starting point for innovation (Trott, 2005), especially
the notion of “perceived newness” by consumers regardless of a given product’s “real newness”
(Rogers, 2003; Robertson, 1971). New ideas are the starting point for innovation (Wecht,
2005; Dahan and Hauser, 2001; Franz and Wolkinger, 2003; Kettunen, et al., 2004) and as an
important phase in creating a successful product innovation process. At a very preliminary
stage, an abundance of ideas is important. Ideas are analyzed and evaluated several times,
and only a few are seen as relevant for future development. Often ideas which are considered
insignificant or irrelevant by those suggesting them are those which other members of the
creative group find as innovative, inspirational or novel with respect to rest of the competition
(Legrenzi, 2005). In this sense, discussion forums offer a good place for observation and a
possibility to discover what consumers really think about a specific product.

Although activities in the early stages of the product innovation process are often considered
generally chaotic, unpredictable and unstructured (Koen, et al., 2001), Dahan and Mendelson
(2001) state that this uncertainty arises from imperfect information about consumers and
markets, as well as undiscovered or untested product designs and technologies. The start of
the innovation process presents one of the most remarkable opportunities for improving the
overall innovation process (Koen, et al., 2001; Dahan and Hauser, 2001; Bragg and Bragg,
2005), if a given organization manages the execution and delivery of an idea design properly
(Dahan and Mendelson, 2001).

Figure 1 presents an overview of the idea generation stage in the innovation process,
emphasizing the importance of interactive skills, creativity, motivation as well as technical
knowledge. As described in this figure, both consumers and corporate professionals are needed
in the process of finding possible product opportunity gaps for new or modified products. As
noted in the figure, simple observation is hardly sufficient; instead interactivity is needed.

Figure 1: Consumers and professionals co–creating in the product
innovation process.
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Among product innovation researchers, understanding and meeting consumer needs are
amongst the most important success factors for new products (Wecht, 2005; von Hippel, 2001;
von Hippel and Katz, 2002; Zirger and Maidique, 1990; Cooper, 1994; Day, et al., 1979;
Hoffmann, 2007, 2006; Cooper and Kleinschmidt, 1986; Hauser, et al., 2006; Heyenga, 1997).
The greatest challenge to product and service innovation is to identify existing, but also future,
consumer needs (Soll, 2006). Therefore, accurate information on consumer needs and their
context (von Hippel, 2001) are essential as well as knowledge about former experiences,
expectations on how a product will be used (Rohracher, 2005) and its place in the market
(Tinz, 2007; Heiskanen and Lovio, 2007). Here discussion forums can be a relevant source of
information, if an organization has a specific plan to collect relevant information.

Social media applications have a clear advantage compared to many traditional methods: they
are often free of charge or at least very inexpensive. It should be noted, however, that they
are usually thought as a complementing function, not a replacement tp traditional methods.
The interactive nature of social media demands time and thus resources from organizations,
making them more costly than at first blush. However, the active involvement of consumers is
essential and special attention should be paid to consumer integration in product innovation.
Participants are motivated to interact in discussions either to order to resolve their own
problems or to help others. In discussions, there are both very active individuals and those
than that just seem to lurk. To achieve the best results, organizations should motivate
participants to remain active in discussions; hence, a consumer integration plan would be
important.

Typically for social media and interaction with consumers there is a need for intensity,
anonymity and interactivity (Bartl, 2006). Experimentation with Internet technologies attract
many organizations, as they are easy to implement, inexpensive and easily repeatable (Soll,
2006), and can reduce risks and market uncertainties (Füller and Matzler, 2007). There is no
complete list of different methods, but the most common ones for idea development have been
collected in Table 1. Organizations can choose a passive way to observe and manage
discussions, asking for suggestions and feedback from consumers. A more active approach
would be to interact with consumers, to strive for a deeper dialogue. Professionals and active
consumers may also work together to develop special online platforms for product innovation
and design.
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Table 1: Common methods for utilizing discussion forums.

Listening and monitoring are mainly suitable for incremental innovations and are easy to
organize whereas radical innovations demand interactivity, identification of potential
experienced consumers and building a focus group; hence they are found only seldomly
(Herstatt and Sander, 2004). The role of the consumer is changing from a simple user of
products and services to a co–equal partner, as the consumers are becoming co–producers and
co–designers (Reichwald, et al., 2007). Conceptualizing the consumer as an active participant
instead of a passive evaluator in the product innovation process has diminished the gap
between consumers and manufacturers (Van Rompaey, et al., 2005): Consumers involved in
the entire process, that is, integrated into the whole product innovation process (Wecht, 2005)
as designers or stakeholders, have a different and more vital role, than simple commentators
(Van Rompaey, et al., 2005).

Many of these methods can be used differently in different circumstances, if only the goals and
reasons behind consumer involvement have been defined clearly. For instance, discussion
groups are useful not only for passively analyzing, but also for sharing and developing ideas.
The utility of information extracted from discussions depends on understanding their context
(Hornitzky, 2010). Hence, interactivity need to meet not only the organization’s expectations
but those of participating consumers in order to secure honest input and feedback (Füller and
Matzler, 2007). Social media operates at Internet speed; hence, answers and comments need
to be processed quickly within 48 hours at a maximum. This turnaround time exerts real
pressure on organizations to maintain a constant presence. However, with careful planning and
an open attitude, discussion forums can bring many benefits to a company in product
innovation: the possibility to understand consumers, to hear opinions and ideas, and discover
improvements to existing products.
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Consumer integration in social media product innovation

To succeed in consumer integration, companies should have clear methods and strategies to
involve consumers (Soll, 2006): Which consumers should be integrated into the product
innovation process? What contents should be regarded as the most relevant in the process?
What methods should be used? What kinds of information will be forwarded to professionals
that have no direct contact to consumers? (Reichart, 2002).

Successful consumer integration depends on finding innovative consumers (Bartl, 2006):
especially those that are passionate and knowledgeable with a clear vision and understanding
of the market realities (Seybold, 2006). Firms need to extent their ability to absorb consumer
knowledge that currently is beyond their reach and influence (Verona, et al., 2006). Online
possibilities for consumer integration have special value. As interaction between firms and
consumers is very important in the innovation process (Verona, et al., 2006), special
interactive methods for cooperation are important (Wobser, 2003).

The role of consumers and producers in product innovation is still not comprehensively
conceptualized (Heiskanen and Lovio, 2007). How consumer orientation and integration can be
included in the product innovation process is yet unclear (Lüthje, 2004). Conventional market
research provides consumers with a passive role and does not view them as possible
innovators, with companies seen as active and constructive (Hoffmann, 2007; Sawhney, et al.,
2005). Where consumers have been actively involved in design processes (Rohracher, 2005;
von Hippel, 1982; Scheier and Prügl 2008), such as sports and technology, have led to
successful new products (Urban and von Hippel, 1988). In discussion forums, it is sometimes
easy to identify the most useful participants as their comments are very often quite
professional.

Companies are moving from closed, internal innovation towards more open innovation
practices that promise relatively easy access to need and problem solving information and thus
helps to create a better fit–to–market. For most companies, the possibilities and rules as well
as research tools are still quite unclear, and the changing social media environment does not
make it any easier for them. It is clear that the consumer’s role has changed, a consumer with
a desire to contribute and innovate. Companies are faced with a challenge to interact, maintain
dialogues and create contacts for consumers. Some research has supported obervational
methods (Franke and Shah, 2003), while other research emphasizes the role of interaction and
openness, even development of a two–way learning relationship with individual consumers
(Prandelli, et al., 2008). Dialogue is challenging for companies: it includes an empathic
understanding built around understanding the consumers’ experience as well as recognizing
the emotional, social, and cultural context of these experiences (Prahalad and Ramaswamy,
2004). Companies should understand consumer needs and preferences, attempting to create
consumer value in concert with consumers. However, companies should understand that not all
of their participation in social media will be appreciated.

Social media has changed social and corporate environments. Earlier, the ability to create
content and distribute it to an audience was limited to traditional media, whereas now
everyone can contribute and participate (Mustonen, 2009). Social media are, by their nature,
not bound by geography, moving at an accelerated rate on a global basis. Therefore traditional
cultural differences might not have a significant influence on different threads under discussion.

Social media has given a great deal of power to consumers and thus present challenges to
many companies (Mustonen, 2009). The popularity of social communities has created new and
unforeseen social possibilities. Participating in online discussions, and maintaining them, can
help companies to connect more deeply with their best consumers and gain valuable consumer
insight (Vollmer and Precourt, 2008). The most successful companies participate actively
online; provide ideas and advice on a wide variety of subjects and topics, thus gaining the trust
of their consumers that in turn help with different problems (Scott, 2007).

The special nature of the Internet challenges companies: they must constantly offer interesting
topics for discussion to encourage the consumers to return to forums (Antikainen, 2007; Buss
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and Straus, 2009). Discussion forums allow individual members to find others with similar
concerns or areas of expertise, and to engage in discussions with them (Kosonen, 2008) as
well as help them expand their networks (Buss and Straus, 2009). The open nature of
messaging in discussion forums (Ravid and Rafaeli, 2004), with an emphasis on member–to–
member interaction (Buss and Strauss, 2009) provides ample opportunities for all participants.

In social media, trust and reliability are regarded as extremely important. Hence it would be
wise to start on a small scale, allowing participants an opportunity to develop a specific
interactive space (Kim, 2000). Jawecki, et al. (2009) define discussion forums as places to
gather information for product innovation. As soon as a creative member finds a solution, idea
or concept, he usually presents it to others in the community for comment. However, without a
moderator, a discussion can easily unravel with some commentary being ignored.
Consequently, it is important to have an experienced moderator directing discussion and
keeping it relevant and positive. With careful moderation, consumer views and needs will be
more quickly and specifically brought to the attention of specific members of the corporate
hierarchy and utilized specifically in product innovation.

Discussion forums as a source for social media product innovation

A key notion in innovation success is to understand the voice of consumers, their needs and
preferences (Urban and Hauser, 1993). Most difficulties from unsuccessful innovations are
related to technical problems or inappropriate orientation to consumer needs (Reichwald, et al.,
2007). Usually four benefits are presented in relation to active consumer integration: shorter
time–to–market; reduced cost–to–market; better fit–to–market; and, higher degree of
newness–to–market (Heyenga, 1997; Reichwald, et al., 2007). Companies integrating users
appreciate their idea contributions in terms of originality, productivity and stickiness (meaning
that they would not have come across those ideas themselves) (Skiba and Herstatt, 2008).

Discussion forums are the longest established form of social media, typically built around
specific topics and interests. Each separate discussion in a forum is known as a thread, and
typically many different threads are active simultaneously. Discussion forums are an
expression of online communities allowing participants to post a topic for others to review.
Other participants can view the topic and post their own comment in linear fashion. Most
forums are public, allowing anyone to sign up at any time.

Discussion forums have not been studied specifically in terms of product innovation as their
utility is considered by some to be time consuming and inefficient. However some companies
voice an interest in their use, as they form an extensive and free database of consumers and
their needs. However this extensiveness hinders many companies from using them, given the
amount of information that can be generated over time.

Jawecki, et al. (2009), Lüthje (2004) and Tinz (2007), for example, have demonstrated the
importance of sport addicts and hobbyists in product innovation. Therefore, for this study,
Finnish sports–related discussion forums were examined, with ultimately six being chosen for
further analysis — www.fillarifoorumi.fi, www.kiloklubi.fi, www.lenkkivihko.fi,
www.nojatuolifoorumi.fi, www.potku.net and www.suomi24.fi. It was noticed that the most
popular topic in them were heart rate monitors, with Suunto (http://www.suunto.com/) heart
rate monitors invoking the most discussion (Polar (http://www.polarusa.com/) being the
second). These threads were examined and the process continued with the analysis of Suunto’s
forums with 22 different discussion groups. In total 2,187 discussion messages were analysed,
first roughly in MS Excel and then more specifically in the NVivo programme.
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As presented in Table 2, almost all of the discussions started with a concrete problem. Only
some discussions were started with a voluntary piece of advice given to others or some form of
company feedback.

Table 2: Start of discussion.

Table 3 illustrates that a typical starting comment gained under 10 answers, and that most of
the discussion was brief. Long discussion, with over 50 or even over 20 comments, was rare.
Typically a long discussion was related to either reliable or accurate training results or a
purchasing decision.

Table 3: Length of discussion.

As shown in Table 4, most discussion was related to technical advice, such as connection
problems between heart rate monitors and other devices such as foot pods, GPS pods and PCs,
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training results and computer programmes needed in conjunction with heart rate monitors and
related issues.

Table 4: Themes under discussion.

The list of discussion forums studied and the amount of discussions in them is presented in the
Appendix. A typical discussion is short, with less than 10 comments (88.6 percent) and is
usually related to a specific problem. Once the problem has been resolved, the discussion ends
unless someone asks a new question that continues the initial discussion. Thus the last
comments in a specific thread can initiate a totally different theme. Consequently, it can be
difficult to follow a specific discussion, as someone might not answer the immediate previous
question, but instead refer to a remark made many months earlier.

Most of the discussions examined in this study were related to concrete technical problems.
Hence, a corporation may investigate ways in which it can start a discussion around a
perceived problem with a given product. Discussions related to technical problems are, by their
nature, practical and instigate in turn comments about the practical uses of equipment related
to product and performance improvements.
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Conclusions

This study illustrates that discussion forums can be regarded as a source for product innovation
ideas. However, in order to secure relevant information, oreganizations should participate
rather than just follow and observe threads, for there is a strong need for some direction in
discussions. Discussion forums contain valuable content which can be secured through constant
and involved interactivity. This interactivity needs not to be forced, but responsive to the
community. In Suunto’s discussion forums, there were certain threads where the presence of
corporate evangelists existed: they participated by toning down negative commentary,
highlighting the positive, and leading discussion in new directions.

Discussion forums are regarded by some as relatively risky. On the other hand, they give
organizations first–hand information about their customers. In social media, interactivity and
timeliness are crucial, so there are costs to maintaining a presence in any flavor of social
media. These demands could be challenging to many organizations.

An organization could see its role as a promoter of interactivity as well as offering technical and
accurate information for its customers. It is important that social media “does not forget”, so
there is little room or tolerance for errors. Therefore social media strategy and action plans are
required in order to minimize mistakes.

To achieve the best results, an organization should establish a discussion forum of its own, or
even more specifically several forums with well–defined and narrow themes. For example,
Suunto had different discussions started for each product. To be successful, a company needs
to attract motivated participants and knowledgeable consumers. With these participants, the
level of discussion will be high and their length suitable for discovering new product ideas.
These forums can replace traditional focus groups, online questionnaires and panels.
Consequently, the best way to motivate participants is to keep the level of discussion focused,
so that participants can find solutions to their problems, be able to interact with other
participants and feel that their opinions and expertise matters to a specific organization. A key
to success is a strategy and plan for consumer integration in social media product innovation.
With this scenario, discussion forums can be used as a relevant source for product innovation
ideas.
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a b s t r a c t

This paper demonstrates how discussion forums can be used in product innovation to create value with
consumers. The literature shows the value of sport addicts and hobbyists as innovators in product
innovation, consequently this study is also related and relevant to sports activities. It is an empirical
study based on substantial qualitative data collected from 28 discussion forums, of which 20 of the
longest discussions were chosen for qualitative analysis. This paper complements the academic literature
by providing information about consumer value creation in discussion forums without company
interaction. The discussions contain basic, performance and excitement factors, of which performance
factors are the most abundant. Both product improvement ideas and consumers eager to participate in
innovation can be found in the discussions. A key to success for a company is a systematic plan showing
the potential use of the extensive information in the discussions. This paper introduces closed company
innovative forums which are maintained or product innovation evangelists to direct the discussion and
keep consumers interested in participation. This is a new means to nd out and further develop
promising ideas for product innovation with consumers.

& 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to study the possibility to use
discussion forums for idea creation in product innovation and
create value together with consumers in them. The main compe-
titive issue for companies relies on better understanding of
consumers needs and preferences in order to create superior
value proposition for them: the best way is to create value
together with consumers, deciding together what is important to
improve. There are many denitions for consumer value, but this
paper relies on Fller and Matzlers, 2008 denition of consumer
value consisting of basic factors, performance factors and excite-
ment factors as it has been successfully used in their studies
related to online product innovation and consumer satisfaction
(Fller 2010; Fller and Matzler, 2008; Fller et al. 2006, 2009;
Gebauer et al. 2012).
Discussion forums, that are the interest of this study, are used

today for many purposes, mainly for information search and
communication. They differ with their form, most of them being
open for registered members only, although there are many
different variations. Discussion forums, also called online commu-
nities or online forums, can be classied by both a strong need for
social commitment and a strong need for sharing information
(Mustonen, 2009). It is, indeed, typical to visit the interesting forum

not only once, but regularly, but only if the discussion is of deep
most interest. This is the challenge that companies face in product
innovation with these forums: how to nd the best participants,
and, especially, have them come back over and over again.

As discussion forums are typically full of opinions, wishes and
experiences of product use, this paper aims at nding out, if these
comments could give valuable insight into consumers minds and
thus reveal to the company, what factors consumers value would
like to see in the products. Product innovation is a process, and
although this study concentrates only on the idea creation stage,
it is questionable if a single consumer idea could be the beginning
of a product improvement. In case such ideas exist, they need to be
tested among other participants, discussed more and carefully
considered. Here discussion forums can be a valuable resource, as
they offer an extremely fast answer to any reasonable question
asked, if the right persons participate. However, in order to gain
reliable results and ensure the smooth process, chosen consumers
should be integrated into the process, planned by the company in
question. Discussion forums are easy to use, as no special applica-
tions or skills are needed, and the main idea is just to share
thoughts in order to solve presented problems. Discussions consist
of threads of comments that are usually free for everyone to see
and join. Typically there are both very active participants and
those who visit the forum just once.

Product innovation is interpreted here as the development of
a new product (Trott, 2005) and it is seen as a result from
improvements that are made to existing products (Ulwick,
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2005). This study concentrates on incremental product innovation
at the idea generation stage, that can rely on continuous improve-
ments to products or to products that have minor changes in
attributes in the consumers perspective (Hoonsopon and
Tuenrom, 2009; Schilling, 2008) and might not be particularly
new or exceptional; it might have been previously known to
the rm or industry, and involve only a minor or adjustment to
the existing practices (Schilling, 2008). At the early stages of the
product innovation process it is necessary to generate as many
ideas at rst as possible or to create very different ideas (Urban
and Hauser, 1993) and here discussion forums can be an excellent
source. As discussion forums typically offer large amounts of
unstructured and undirected communication that contain product
improvement ideas, they are a relevant source for incremental
product innovation. To maintain a long discussion on one topic
only is a challenge and company intervention certainly needed in
some form if the aim is to get the most out of the discussions.

Certain themes in online product innovation have raised
interest among researchers: consumer integration into product
innovation process (Fuchs and Schreier, 2012; Lthje et al., 2006;
Dahan and Hauser, 2002), crowdsourcing (Poetz and Schreier,
2012), toolkits (Fller et al. 2006, 2009), online communities
(Jawecki et al., 2009; Fller et al., 2006; Pitta and Fowler, 2005;
Fller, 2010; Fller and Matzler, 2007; Gebauer et al., 2012;
Mc.Alexander et al., 2002; Marchi et al., 2011), effects of virtual
word of mouth in innovation (Kawakami et al., 2013), virtual
design competitions (Fller et al., 2011) and virtual worlds (Kohler
and Matzler, 2010; Chandra and Leenders, 2012). A link to this
study was also discovered in pedagogical studies, where the
content analyzing techniques in discussion forums (e.g. Dringus
and Ellis, 2005) and the role of the instructor (e.g. Mazzolini and
Maddison, 2005) in relation to the relevance of the discussions
were studied.

The possible existence of basic-, excitement- and performance
factors and their content will be studied in this paper through
28 selected discussion forums, of which 20 longest discussions
(threads) have been chosen for further analysis. Is it possible to
nd out relevant unmet consumer needs for product innovation
ideas simply by observing the discussions? Are there any crucial
differences when using general discussion forums in which
all possible themes are discussed or should a company maintain
a discussion forum of its own?

2. Creating consumer value in discussion forums

A crucial competitive factor for companies is the ability to create
consumer value by understanding consumer needs and preferences.
This is a challenge for companies, as they rst need to develop a clear
understanding of what aspects the consumer value (Moon et al.,
2013). Consumer value has many denitions and dimensions: e.g.
physical features, quality and durability, service and convenience,
experience and trust, emotional appeal and cost (Carlson and
Wilmot, 2006). These factors can indeed be found in discussion
forums and as innovations emerge from a combination of new ideas
and an understanding of important unmet consumer and market
needs, the dialog in forums can give a company valuable insight into
consumer preferences and unmet market needs.

Carlson and Wilmot (2006) dene the elements of consumer
value as consumer value being the benets reduced by the costs. On
the other hand consumer value can be dened as a value factor
being the benets divided by costs if the question lies in the
comparative value of the worth with the costs caused (Carlson
and Wilmot, 2006). More concretely, Cagan and Vogel (2002)
describe seven opportunities to create value, these are; emotion,
esthetics, identity, ergonomics, impact, core technology and quality,

emphasizing that each of these opportunities contributes to the
overall experience of the product and relate to the value character-
istics of useful, usable and desirable. This is differentiating the
product from the competition in the way that the consumer wants.
If these elements can be found in the forums, the company benets
are inarguable: Discussion forums are undeniable cheap as the cost
of establishing and maintaining them are low, and observing
general discussion forums itself totally free of charge.
Of the value characteristics, usability is important, but it is not

enough on its own to guarantee a products success with con-
sumers as Battarbee and Koskinen (2005) indicate, it is consumer
expectations that matter as well. It needs to be remembered,
however, that consumer expectations and preferences may change
over time, when product experience and learning increase, as an
innovative product tends to have uncertain benets and requires
consumers to learn new behaviors (Bohlman et al., 2013).
Consumer expectations can be grouped into three categories:
basic factors, performance factors and excitement factors (Fller
and Matzler, 2008). Basic factors are the minimum requirements
that the consumers do not usually remember to voice and that are
noticed only, when not fullled. Basic factors are often regarded as
a must (e.g. cleanliness, friendly service) and thus do not lead to
consumer satisfaction in any case. Excitement factors are unex-
pected and surprisingly pleasant to consumers, and will be
appreciated, but as unexpected not missed. Excitement factors
are often related to high product novelty or exceptional entertain-
ment. Performance factors are related to those product or service
attributes that increase overall satisfaction when performance
improves, such as functions in heart rate monitors that enable
more efcient training. Out of these factors, performance factors
lead to satisfaction if performance is high and to dissatisfaction if
performance if low. (Fller and Matzler, 2008). In this paper
consumer value is understood in a similar way to that of Fller
and Matzlers denition: basic factors, performance factors and
excitement factors, as it has been inarguably successfully used in
several successful studies concentrating on product innovation
and consumer participation in online forums (Fller, 2010; Fller
and Matzler, 2008; Fller et al. 2006, 2009; Gebauer et al. 2012).
In addition to the consumer experiences related to a product, it is

crucial to remember that the experience of participation and creating
together is the very basis of the consumer value (Prahalad and
Ramaswamy, 2004), and its role has denitely grown due to the
new social media era: Today, the Internet allows companies to easily
involve consumers into the whole innovation process (Prandelli et al.,
2008), meaning that the consumers are increasingly engaged
in the process of both creating and dening value (Prahalad and
Ramaswamy, 2004), including value deriving from gaining acceptance
and approval from other participants and company representatives
(Sicilia and Ruiz, 2010). If consumers become active participants in
creating value for companies, they will demand more information
about potential risks of goods and services (Prahalad and Ramaswamy,
2004) and want to see their contribution valued. In result they will
give their expertise and time freely to improve the product in question.
Compared to traditional methods of nding product innovation ideas,
the discussion forums denitely offer an extensive source to nd out
unmet customer and market needs, as well as new technical and
business ideas. However, it is challenging to develop an engagement
and contribution culture with the consumers (Tickle et al., 2011). This
study shows that technical ideas with abundance to performance
factors are especially easy to recognize in discussions. The literature
shows that the performance factors are the ones causing the most
satisfaction or dissatisfaction, and this was noticed as well in these
discussions. To proceed from ideas to successful new products, time
and company participation in some form is however required.
Thus, the ultimate goal of the consumer integration process

is to create consumer value. The challenge lies in establishing
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a process of value creation through personalized interactions that
are meaningful and important to a specic individual consumer
(Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004).This can be easily established in
discussion forums, if handled in the right way keeping the future
actions also in mind: Consumers interest to actively participate in
product innovation activities is inuenced by their previous
experiences in the area: positive experiences and successful
results are crucial in stimulating future interest in creating con-
sumer value (Kohler et al., 2010). In addition to positive experi-
ences and results received, the value created for consumers lies
also in being part of the community (Dahlander et al., 2008) and
the extent to which the communication in discussion forums offer
cognitive as well as social and personal integrative benets shape
the actual participation (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2003).
Certainly, consumers only want to participate in creating value,

if they nd the process rewarding (Fller, 2010). However, on the
other hand Kotro et al. (2010) found out that passionate consu-
mers and users in sports industry have been easy to involve in the
product innovation process and even the process itself may create
passionate consumers. However, discussion forums make it dif-
cult for a company to steer the direction of the discussion and
even the innovation process, as consumers can work wherever
they choose, and interact with whom they want (Dahlander and
Wallin, 2006). Consumers feelings about the process and their
beliefs about the expected results inuence remarkably their
interest in participation in discussion forums (Prahalad and
Ramaswamy, 2003). It is also very easy for participants to decide
any moment that they are not interested in participation any more.
Consequently, ensuring a rewarding process and nding the right
participants among the masses is crucial for the efciency.
Passionate consumers, enthusiastic hobbyists or sports addicts,

also called in literature as lead-users, are usually actively searching
for a solution to their needs, are thus eager to innovate and are
currently experiencing needs that will later be experienced by
many users in that marketplace (von Hippel, 1986; Urban and von
Hippel, 1988). The innovation potential and motivation of lead
users is essentially higher than normal users (Herstatt et al., 2004;
von Hippel, 1986, 1988) and they usually expect economic or
personal benets from innovation activities at least in a form of
improved products (von Hippel 2007). As lead users are often
trying to nd a solution to their problem, they are found to come
up with commercially attractive user innovations and have been
shown to be a highly promising source of innovation for new
product development tasks (Schreier and Prgl, 2008; von Hippel,
2001; Ernst, 2004). In discussion forums the lead users are easy to
distinguish, as their regular comments show deep expertise and
dedication to the matter.
Discussions between consumers can offer companies valuable

insights of consumer preferences, values, habits, motives, emo-
tions and needs (Rossi, 2011), but company participation can be
challenging. Consumers prefer to express their displeasure to an
individual person within their own peer group, not to a company
representative (Bilgram et al., 2008), but perhaps this is typical of
human behavior as a whole. The comments themselves range from
product improvement ideas to feelings and user experiences, often
at rapid speed. Co-creating value with consumers online requires
continuous learning by the company, how to react to the options
and features suggested and analyzing, how these suggestions if
realized might be of more value to consumers. In that sense,
integrating consumers in the innovation process requires a dra-
matic shift in the perspective of value creation, a point made
incisively by Berger and Piller (2003).
Although the use of consumer information can give product

innovation ideas or reduce market uncertainty (Herstatt et al.,
2004), pure listening to consumers is considered a weak form
of consumer integration, and even interaction with advanced

consumers online is only a moderate form of consumer integration
(Jeppesen, 2005). Although companies can listen to discussions
and become aware of possible future trends, verication of these
assumptions might require more market research (Pitta and
Fowler, 2005) or more active participation in the discussions.
Consumers in the discussions are open to interaction and eager
to share opinions and expertise with changing participants, how-
ever they are usually quite fragile and sometimes even hostile
towards efforts to manage or inuence them by company repre-
sentatives. If company involvement is done carefully and in
a planned way, it can, however, offer benets to the company
(Pitta and Fowler, 2005). However, most online discussion parti-
cipants have relatively advanced technological skills, therefore the
companies should not expect them to nd out, who stands behind
an anonymous user account (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2009).

The development of technologies has created many possibili-
ties for companies, and ideas generated through online consumer
integration probably mirror consumer needs (Hoyer et al., 2010).
Discussion forums allow consumers to interact and share informa-
tion and at the same time remain anonymous (Bilgram et al.,
2008), but comments are not separate entities, and therefore
discussions should be analyzed as a whole: contributions as
a whole in the online discussion process cannot be ignored
(Dringus and Ellis, 2005). One discussion can consist of hundreds
of comments, span several weeks if not months, and include many
types and styles of contribution, therefore the role of a certain
participant might not be clear. Another problem faced by the
researcher is the huge amount of information, of which most is
irrelevant. In addition, Dringus and Ellis (2005) point out that the
researcher might have problems with processing the data into
meaningful information for product innovation use. Therefore it is
essential that company professionals participate in the discussions
and can thus maximize the amount of relevant information.

It is clear from the literature that to create consumer value,
consumer experiences and opinions need to be studied. A virtual
environment forms a specic background for the theme as well as
certainly offering an efcient way to nd out consumer preferences
and needs. Traditionally, consumer value research has been con-
centrating more on focus groups, panels and surveys, and due to
their newness, less research has been made on online environ-
ments. It is, however, at least partly, if not totally, the way for the
future; therefore this study is also based on previous studies related
to online communities and consumer value creation in them (Fller
2010; Fller and Matzler, 2008; Fller et al. 2006, 2009).

3. Empirical study and ndings

The empirical material consists of discussions gathered and
studied by content analysis method from 28 different discussion
forums in which discussions are related to heart rate monitors.
The academic literature (e.g. Jawecki et al., 2009; Jeppesen, 2005;
Lthje, 2000; Lthje et al., 2006) showed the importance of sport
addicts and hobbyists in product innovation they being said to be the
most eager and interested innovators. The ndings of this study
support this: The most popular Finnish discussion forum (www.
suomi24.) was read through and sports were the most discussed
topic there with Suunto (Suunto is a company specialising in design
and innovation for sports watches, dive computers and instruments
used by adventure seekers (www.suunto.com)). heart rate monitors
causing the most discussions. Additionally, ve sports related dis-
cussion forums (www.llarifoorumi., www.kiloklubi., www.lenkki
vihko., www.nojatuolifoorumi., www.potku.net) were read
through and compared to Suuntos own forums as the aim was to
compare general and company maintained discussion forums. In
total discussions of 28 discussion forums have been read through,
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copied to Word and categorized in Excel by the content analysis
method. To be able to analyze the differences and similarities in the
discussions, only one product, heart-rate monitors (and other equip-
ment related to their use) was studied in this paper.

As most of the discussions are very short and also because of
the excessive amount of material, the 20 longest discussions were
chosen for further analyzing: 10 from Suuntos discussion forums
and 10 from the general. This solution was made in order to nd
out if there are any crucial differences between these forums and
the possibility to use them in product innovation, as it was noticed,
when reading these discussions that the level of the discussions
was more professional and knowledgeable in Suuntos discussions.
A table in Excel was lled from each discussion and each comment
separately. It would, indeed, be easier and cheaper for companies
to use general discussion forums open for anyone in Internet, but
are they as good as companys own forums?

The discussions were transferred to NVivo qualitative research
software and suitable words, sentences or longer texts when found
were added to basic factors, performance factors and excitement
factors. In addition the comments of a so-called social media
evangelist (a trainer that Suunto had hired to give advice in the
discussions) and the moderator were searched from the Suunto-
discussions.

As presented in Tables 1 and 2, the discussions denitely contain
basic, excitement and performance factors, of which the perfor-
mance factors build the majority. Although the basic functioning
of a heart rate monitor can be regarded as a basic factor and
prerequisite, the factors listed under performance factors mean

something more. It becomes obvious from the whole comments or
conversation that more than the basic functions are required. It can
be clearly noticed who are the lead-users that are very keen on
sports and would like to see many additional features in the
equipment. They have extensive knowledge both about the use of
the equipment and its technical characteristics, and creating an
improved product would certainly bring them additional value, as it
would help them to improve their training. As noticed in Table 1,
especially in Suuntos discussions the accuracy of the training
results would bring a lot of additional value, as it is one of the
most discussed topics in the threads.
Compared to Suuntos discussions, the discussions in general

discussion forums are less specic and goal-oriented. As presented
in Table 2, the performance factors relate more to training itself
and what can be done with the equipment: good for biking, cannot
be used in skiing. Similarly with Suuntos discussions, most of the
factors are mentioned in a negative meaning: something not
functioning or not being possible.
In general discussion forums the opinions and comments are

typically more abstract than in Suuntos discussions and it is more
difcult to see, how exactly the product should be improved.
Comments, such as there are some disturbances with the HRMs,
Ive had problems with the efciency, the measurements are
not accurate or Ive had a lot of trouble with the GPS-pod. The
problem is stated, but there are never attached Excel-tables with
calculations and measurements from several training sessions and
questions, how to correct the inaccuracies or answers with links to
a solution someone has calculated for that question. In Suuntos

Table 1
Basic, excitement, and performance factors found in Suuntos discussions.

Basic factor/excitement
factor/performance factor

Theme Cause for satisfaction/dissatisfaction Positive/negative meaning

Basic factors Quality (incl. broken parts) Maintenance annoying 
Quality of the belt is poor 
Plastic components fail, unreliable products 
Batteries poor (4) 
Customizable screen info good 

Design and use Comfortable to wear 
Easy to secure 
Plastic glass looks crappy 

Excitement factors Training Getting coach integrated into STraM excellent 
The autopause feature to stop recording at low speed 
In interval training lap number is shown 
Coach in PC, not in HRM 

Performance factors Training results Accurate results (19) unreliable results or error 
Rate high (26) 
Problems in training results ltering 
More complicated measurements required (19) 
Easier measurements wanted (2) 
Measurements good (2) 
To copy existing routes and resave not possible 
Batteries and their type causing inaccurate results 
Battery replacement possible while training 
Impossible to scientically estimate recovery days 
Should be able to add extra logs 
More training information needed (5) 
Possibility to turn off the R-R-recording needed 
Coach function missing (2) 
Coach function poor 

Connection between
devices and software

Attachment cradle that activates itself good (2) 
Hard for devices to read the results and connect (20) 
Connection between devices ne 
Software and HRM ne (4) 
Not possible to download to Mac (4) 
Virtual platform should be planned (2) 
Export with Suunto training manager impossible 
Hardware incompatibility and driver problems 
Export features for data sharing missing 
Back light unnecessary while running (2) 
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discussion forums most of the questions are more concrete,
for instance I was wondering on how to best use the following
functions which follows as a half page long detailed list in
relation to HR limits, speed limits, laps, warm up, cool down
and interval training. The answers are long as well, including
attached charts and Excel-tables full of gures. This discussion, as
an example, consisting of a question and 68 comments gives very
detailed information, what really interests consumers about the

training: error rates (less than 1%), parameters, possible values,
recovery period, and activity classes.

In Suuntos forums the comments were more accurate, such as
I want to save the activity class for every exercise, but it doesnt
save the AC for single moves, only takes the current one, so
I cannot see how my AC changed over time, Id like to be able to
connect my T6d to Movescount on my MBP, and to see a coaching
feature where you could follow schedule, Im setting the EPOC
peak to 90, HR comes to 143 and timing is one hour What am
I doing wrong? or Suunto could build a gadget that on the other
end is connected to wrist-top and on the other end speaks
Bluetooth. This software could be kind of SDK to give software
developers a possibility to build whatever applications they wish
or It is a problem that you cant set your activity class above 7,
you can change HR zones, but not the MET value. Error rate is
certainly one hot topic in the discussions, causing a lot of distress
(even under 1%), and long comments with calculations (charts) for
possible reasons.

The general tone of discussions in all forums was positive. On
average 74% of the comments were positive, and there were only

Table 2
Basic, excitement and performance factors in general discussions.

Basic factor/excitement
factor/performance factor

Theme Cause for satisfaction/dissatisfaction Positive/negative meaning

Basic factors Quality (incl. broken parts) Weak mechanics (2) 
Constant maintenance (5) 
All the parts are falling 
g-Sensors problematic 
GPS not working 
Bad battery solution 
Belts exible 
Belts not durable (2) 

Design and use Good design (1) and actively developed (1) 
Material and style not good (4) 
Material good 
Difcult to attach 
Lock practical 
Manual miserable 
Information given is accurate 
Sound is too low for use (1) or irritating (2) 
Data transfer possibility good 

Excitement factors Software and style Possibility to transfer to PC 
Possibility to save the route 
A steel design really appreciated 

Performance factors Training More recorded trainings needed (2) 
Cannot use when skiing or running 
Accurate results (5) 
A lot of measurements possible at the same time (6) 
Not enough measurements possible (6) 
Inaccurate results (29) 
Training eats a lot of batteries (9) 
Coach is really nice in training 
Coach is not usable 
Really good in biking (1), easy to attach (1) 
Separate training program with a possibility to tailor if needed 
Infra red reader nice when training 
Training load impossible to see 
Possibility to modify the training schemes needed (2) 
Easy to train in water 
Problems when exercising in water 

Connection between
devices and software

Problems with connections (18) 
Impossible to change batteries 
Data transfer causes problems (2) 
Data transfer reliable and easy (3) 
Data transfer possibility needed (2) 
No connection to Mac 
Saving storage capacity too small (2) 
Transfer into Google maps needed 
Sounds when training (2) 
Starts slowly (4) 
Should be able to change information to map programmes 
Good connections, devices working ne together (2) 

Table 3
Amount of questions, comments and changing of themes in the discussions.

Content Suunto discussion
forums

General discussion
forums

Amount of postings 667a 1001a

Starting of a new
theme

32 132

Questions 576 809
Comments 126 235

a One posting can contain both a comment and a question.
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small differences between Suuntos discussion forums and general
discussion forums. However among Suuntos discussions, there were
some exceptions with a remarkably negative tone. These discussions
were related to a new product after its launch (50% of the comments
negative), and to two software discussions (only 30% of the com-
ments were positive). These comments, such as Ive beenwaiting for
a year, Im getting fed up, Ill buy Polar, so many things are not
working with Suunto and its a strategic mistake from Suunto are
common at the beginning of the discussion and as there are no
comments from Suunto, the participants get frustrated and the tone
of the discussion becomes even more negative: Ill start telling
people to buy Polar, why isnt Suunto reacting 6000 views here,
thats the point: we want Suunto to listen, they are too busy. Here,
a so-called social media evangelist would be needed, as he would
direct the discussion towards more positive tones and relevant
contents. The evangelists would also be needed for another reason.
With discussion forums consumers can decide, where to participate,
when and what to work with very easily. This, and the rapid speed of
interaction make it challenging for companies to direct the conversa-
tions. Firstly, company participation is not appreciated as such, but
the conversation is rather held with individuals, and secondly,
participation would mean constant presence in chosen discussion
forums. Too much participation by the instructor or company
representative can have the effect of reducing the amount of
interaction among the discussion participants (Paloff and Pratt,
2001; Levitch and Milheim, 2003). However, on the other hand,
company participation is at some points clearly expected, even
demanded. It is thus important not to respond to every post and to
suffocate the interaction, but by determining the appropriate time to
jump in, make a comment, ask a question and thus redirect the
discussion (Paloff and Pratt, 2001; Levitch and Milheim, 2003).
A research in educational sphere shows as well that instructors
who had an active role in discussion forums not only did not
stimulate the discussion, but even managed to limit the amount of
discussion and the length of discussion threads (Mazzolini and
Maddison, 2005).

The discussions in both Suuntos discussion forums and general
discussion forums consisted mostly of comments, although most
of them were started with a concrete question (14/20). There were
only very small differences between the discussions, and the
amount of comments varied between 70 and 80% in 19 discus-
sions. An interesting exception was Suuntos discussion related to
PC-pods, in which 43% of the content was questions. It can be
explained by the very practical nature of the discussion: several
participants had concrete problems with the usage of the pod as
well as with software related to it. Such comments as I cannot
read the PC pod, here, use my code to read the pod, does
Garmin record R-R-data, and how did you nd out the message
ID 03D. Only a few performance factors are mentioned, as the
discussion is mainly concentrating on comparing different codes.

Although the comments and questions in discussions both in
Suuntos and general discussion forums were similar in their
relative positivity and tendency towards comments rather than
questions, one relevant difference was noticeable when comparing
them. As presented in Table 3, in Suuntos discussions the original
theme, with which the discussion was started, often remained the
same until the very end of the discussion, or at least for a relatively
long time. There were four discussions, in which the theme did not
change at all, and although it changed in the other six, it changed
only a couple of times, in the most unstable discussion one for
nine times. Thus the percentage of the comments or questions
changing the theme was low, only 5%.

In general discussion forums, however, the themes changed
relatively often. Although the difference might not seem great, as
their percentage is 13%, in practice it makes the discussions difcult
to follow. There were no discussions, in which the theme would

have stayed the same than the original theme, and in the most
unstable discussion the theme changed 42 times (every fth of the
comments or questions). The amount of questions was not any
higher in that particular discussion, actually, it was even lower than
in other discussions in general discussion forums. The only differ-
ence to other discussions was the relatively small amount of
positive comments: their amount was only 51% of the discussion.
The moderator in Suuntos discussions participated with three

comments (the discussions consisted of 667 comments) only, and
kept a very low prole, giving only information about the launch
of a new product. In addition to a moderator, there was a training
specialist participating, who commented 28 times during the
discussions, always showing a positive attitude and commenting
only the accuracy of the training results. This specialist was clearly
appreciated and respected among the participants, although it was
clear for them that he worked for Suunto. Most of the performance
factors mentioned in the discussion were related to the accuracy of
the training results, dissatisfaction being caused by very small
inaccuracies. This was a clear difference to general discussion
forums, in which the participants did not show interest in accuracy
of the training results at that level.

4. Discussion

The results reveal the similarities and differences between
general discussion forums in which all possible themes are
discussed, and Suuntos own discussion forums related to heart
rate monitors only. The discussions in both Suuntos and general
discussion forums were relatively similar with their structure, but
there was a noticeable difference in the content. People had
similar problems, advice was given and new questions asked,
but the level of the discussions was more professional in Suuntos
discussions. Although there were newcomers as well, the so-called
senior members were more knowledgeable and specialized in
their comments, taking actively part in the discussions. The most
active discussions were related to training results and their
accuracy, whereas in general discussion forums, the discussions
centered on buying decision and opinions about different heart-
rate monitors.
Adding to the existing knowledge on online innovation e.g.

(Fller 2010; Gebauer et al. 2012; Marchi et al., 2011) this study
shows that it is possible to nd out unmet consumer needs for
product innovation ideas by simply observing the discussions.
However, to be able to nd the relevant ideas relatively easily, the
discussions need to be somehow directed. In these discussions,
the comments of the ofcial moderator were not appreciated, but
the participants interacted rather with a specialist, hired by the
company to help in training related problems. It was a noticeably
appreciated move from Suunto as training results was clearly one
of the most discussed themes and a theme causing remarkable
distress among active users. To promote innovative discussions
among active users and to maintain a positive atmosphere, the
role of the specialist is important here and can easily be further
developed towards a product innovation evangelist, discussed in
this study.
The importance of company and consumer collaboration in

online forums has been acknowledged (e.g. Fller et al., 2009;
Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004) and different interaction methods,
such as toolkits (e.g. Fller et al., 2006) and virtual design competi-
tions (Fller et al., 2011) studied, showing the importance of
company and consumer interaction. Direct communication with
consumers enables products to be tailored to their requirements.
However, consumers might not be aware of the types of information
the company needs to create valuable products. Therefore, successful
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collaboration is based on interaction, a genuine discussion between
company professionals and consumers.

5. Conclusions

5.1. Theoretical contribution

Product innovation in relation to value creation has not really
raised any special interest among researchers (Fller et al., 2006).
The extent of the literature is that it has concentrated on value
coming from interaction (Woodruff, 1997), co-creating value with
consumers (Ramirez, 1999) and understanding the active and
interactive consumer role (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004). This
paper complements the overall picture by providing information
about consumer value creation in discussion forums without
company interaction and consequently it brings new research
perspectives to it. As consumer experiences are regarded as
a key to value creation (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004), discus-
sion forums offer a potential source for value creation. Further-
more, consumer value in online surroundings has previously only
been studied among selected participants (Fller and Matzler,
2008), whereas this study concentrated on the existence of
consumer value attributes among unselected participants. Com-
pared to previous research (e.g. Jawecki et al., 2009; Jeppesen,
2005; Lthje et al., 2006), this study showed sport addicts as
enthusiastic innovators.
Although open innovation has been popular among researchers

(e.g. Seybold, 2006; Ulwick, 2005, von Hippel, 2005), the ndings
of this study presented the benets of nding the most innovative
participants and creating a closed innovative forum. These volun-
tary experts are easy to nd by following the discussions and
reading the comments. Considering the comments they made and
their eagerness to help others to solve problems, they most likely
would be interested in participating in product development not
only in idea generation, but during the whole product innovation
process, for instance during idea selection, prototype testing and
marketing. The most active users were not happy with the basic
use of the heart rate monitors, but expected improved perfor-
mance. However, it should be checked, that these ideas correspond
to the wishes and needs of the right target groups. Therefore
a discussion group formed on basis of the discussions is needed.
It should also be emphasized that these kinds of online commu-
nities have been studied recently (Jawecki et al., 2009; Fller,
2010; Fller and Matzler, 2007, Gebauer et al., 2012) and have
been found very useful in product innovation.

5.2. Practical contribution

The discussions analyzed contained basic, performance, and
excitement factors, dened to create consumer value. Performance
factors, that are the most critical in relation to consumer value and
consumer satisfaction, were the most abundant, and thus formed
a solid basis for research. Especially in Suuntos own discussion
forums, the ideas for improvements were concrete and clearly
stated. At this stage, they were, however, only ideas, that in the
best case were commented on a couple of times. To be able to
further develop them, company interaction especially in form of
questions is essential. Without any company intervention discus-
sion forums are difcult if not impossible to use for idea creation
in product innovation.
Although a company maintained closed innovation forum is

highlighted in this paper, open innovation in discussion forums is
considered possible with the help of a so-called social media
evangelist, mainly mentioned in the literature in relation to social
media marketing (Dwyer, 2007). As the participants denitely value

interaction with individuals, not with company professionals, com-
pany interaction can stop an interesting discussion. The role of social
media evangelists in discussion forum product innovation is to
maintain a positive atmosphere, keep the discussion interesting
which enables the participants to come back to answer challenging
questions, and to do this activity for some kind of a reward. It is easy
to see who are the most enthusiastic and knowledgeable participants
in discussions, as they offer professional opinions and solutions to
different problems. By asking the right questions, there is a lot of
expertise available for free, and the amount of concrete product
improvement suggestions can be remarkably high. The discussions
offer a free insight into consumers minds and in addition to concrete
suggestions the discussions show a remarkable amount of factors
related to product performance. This clearly shows the level of
satisfaction and dissatisfaction among the group of knowledgeable
consumers. The use of social media evangelists in product innovation
is certainly an interesting research topic for future research studies
and something which companies need to be very much aware of.

Discussion forums can undoubtedly be used to create value for
product innovation purposes, if the challenge is addressed by
business in the right way. It is denitely a challenge to lter the
relevant and needed information, but a company with an innova-
tive mindset can gain substantial benets from using the discus-
sion forums to create value for consumers. If the consumers are
kept interested in the contents of the discussions and they see the
interaction as rewarding, a company can easily nd out and
further develop ideas for product innovation with consumers
and thus directly create consumer value.

5.3. Limitations and suggestions for further research

There are several limitations in the study. Firstly, even though
the study is based on extensive data, the study focuses only on
discussions related to sports equipment, heart-rate monitors and
other devices related to their use. Secondly, it was not possible to
interact with the consumers, as the discussions had already closed
(although this had taken place only recently).

This study raised several new research possibilities that were
beyond the scope and boundaries of this paper. Although this
paper corresponds to the previous research related to sport
addicts, a comparative study with discussions related to other
products is necessary, for instance related to the newest technol-
ogy, such as iPads and iPhones. Secondly, more research is needed
to clarify the concept and role of a product innovation evangelist.
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CONSUMER NEEDS AND A SYSTEMATIC PLAN –
THE REALITY OF SOCIAL MEDIA DISCUSSION
FORUMS

Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to assess the possibility to use discussion forums
with systematic consumer integration plan in incremental product innovation.
The academic literature shows the value of sport addicts and hobbyists as
innovators in product innovation; this is assessed and connected with the
empirical results. This study is empirically based around qualitative material
collected from 28 discussion forums related to heart rate monitors and one
interview. Discussion forums can be a relevant source for incremental product
innovation ideas if a clear and efficient strategy how to categorise information,
participate and integrate consumers is made. In reality this is efficiently only
possible in company´s own discussion forums with systematic interaction and
consumer integration to discover and then further develop the consumer ideas
presented in the discussions. These results can be used as guidelines and as a
way of connecting consumers and product innovation by a forward thinking
business.

Introduction

Social media and its many applications are among the most discussed media
topics today. In everyday discussions it often means just Facebook, but other
applications are becoming more and more popular all the time. Nowadays it is
normal to use social media discussion forums for an information search,
whether the advice needed is related to travelling, finding the right doctor or
creating a solution for using a new or old technical product. There are many
explanations to social media, but in short it can be best described by its nature:
Internet-based applications aimed at interaction, socializing, networking and
sharing information. Social media channels differ with their intensity and
purpose, as some of them are meant in the first place for sharing information,
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such as photos, videos and audio materials. Others emphasize the need for
social commitment and relationships, thus creating networks for either
personal or business use. Discussion forums, that are the interest of this study,
can be described as reflecting both a strong need for social commitment and as
strong a need for sharing information (Mustonen, 2009).

Companies have undoubtedly found social media promising, but so far their
efforts have mainly concentrated on promotion and advertising, for instance,
creating groups in Facebook and asking consumers to come and “like” either
the company or the product. Social media product innovation has raised a
definite interest as well, but at least so far it has been considered time-
consuming and challenging.

Traditionally companies have been more interested in the later stages of the
product innovation process to find out how the already recognized product
opportunities could be realized, or the designed products tested and launched.
The information gathered during these stages has been considered more
reliable (Verworn and Herstatt, 1999), and therefore it has raised more interest
among the companies. Discussion forums could, however, replace traditional
focus groups and give a company much wider audience and testing
environment for new product innovation ideas. They are easy to organize and
need very little monitoring, but their use needs to be planned in a way that
gives a company enough background information and the question to be asked
is do the people monitored form the right target group? In addition, the
discussion itself needs some directing as well as the monitoring has to be
systematic to offer real value. In this sense, participation in social media
product innovation means investment of time, but surely given todays social
media prevalence its worth any business investment. The key is a systematic
plan from accompany preferably with their own discussion form to truly
obtain the most relevant information.

Certain themes in online product innovation have raised interest among
researchers: consumer integration into product innovation process (Herstatt,
2002; Wobser 2003; Wecht, 2006; Reichart, 2002; Lüthje 2003; Lüthje et al.,
2006; Ernst, 2004), consumers´ role (Reichart, 2002), management of the early
stages of the product innovation process (Herstatt, 2002; Herstatt and
Verworn, 2003), idea competitions (Soll, 2006), toolkits (Bartl, 2006), online
communities (Herstatt and Sander, 2004; Jawecki et al., 2011; Bartl, 2006;
Pitta and Fowler, 2005; Füller, 2010; Füller and Matzler, 2007; Gebauer et al.,
2012; Mc.Alexander et al., 2002) and virtual worlds (Daecke, 2009; Herstatt
and Sander, 2004). A link to this study was also discovered in pedagogical
studies, where the content analyzing techniques in discussion forums (e.g.
Dringus and Ellis, 2005) and the role of the instructor (e.g. Mazzolini and
Maddison, 2005) in relation to the relevance of the discussions were studied.
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In this study product innovation is understood as the development of a new
product (Trott, 2005) and it is seen as a result from improvements that are
made to existing products (Ulwick, 2005). This study concentrates only on
incremental product innovation, that can mean continuous improvements
(Hilzenbecher, 2005) or minor changes in attributes in the consumers´
perspective (Hoonsopon and Tuenrom, 2009; Schilling, 2008; Reichwald et
al., 2007) and might not be particularly new or exceptional, but still offer a
competitive advantage as they in some specific way answer to consumer needs
better than other or earlier products. For this reason, defining consumer needs
is crucial, and here discussion forums can be an extremely valuable tool. It is
remarkably easier to use social media discussion forums for incremental
product innovation than for developing totally new products: As most of the
discussions are typically short and the theme of the discussion changes
relatively often, it would be a challenge to develop totally new products in
discussion forums. Still, they offer a constant flow of ideas for minor
improvements and insights into consumers´ minds and level of satisfaction and
complaints. It must also be remembered that today consumers look into
discussion forums to find answers to their problems: active discussions with
real and interesting content attract more consumers and promote a positive
image of the company and its products.

The main competitive issue for companies relies on better understanding of
consumers´ needs and preferences in order to create products that fit to the
market. Social media discussion forums offer an extensive source of
information for those companies that know how to use it. In theory, discussion
forums are very easy to use, as no special technical applications or skills are
required, but the rapid speed and amount of information make the process
challenging: a company should create a way to get the best participants to
come back and stay in the forums, i.e. to integrate them into the process. Only
with a systematic plan product improvement ideas can get out of the
discussions and further developed into a sensible direction.

The academic literature shows that sports addicts and hobbyists are crucial
in product innovation (e.g. Jawecki et al., 2011; Jeppesen, 2003; Lüthje, 2003;
Lüthje et al., 2006; Tinz, 2007) and can be a real asset to a company who can
integrate their expertise in the company´s product innovation process. Their
usually high level of commitment, interest and expertise can create additional
value and certainly help to define unmet consumer needs and new trends in the
market.
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Defining consumer needs

Among product innovation researchers understanding and meeting consumer
needs is regarded as a crucial success factor and a strong competitive
advantage (Wecht, 2006; von Hippel, 2001; von Hippel and Katz, 2002; Zirger
and Maidique, 1990; Cooper, 1994; Day et al., 1979; Hoffman, 2007;
Hoffmann, 2006; Cooper and Kleinschmidt, 1986; Hauser et al., 2006;
Hayenga, 1997): more specifically a key to success in product innovation is
the ability to find out and understand the concrete needs and preferences of the
consumers (Urban and Hauser, 1993), to find out their possible technical
problems and solutions suggestions (Reichwald et al., 2007) and to identify
future consumer needs for minor improvements (Soll, 2006). As these themes
are prevalent in social media discussion forums, they offer a remarkable
source for product innovation. Accurate and detailed information on
consumers´ needs and the context of a product use (von Hippel, 2001) are
essential in product innovation as well as knowledge about former
experiences, expectations on how a product will be used (Rohracher, 2005)
and its place on the market (Tinz, 2007; Heiskanen and Lovio, 2007). Here
discussion forums definitely offer an relative alternative: they are cheap, fast,
easy to manage and offer a wider range of audience. There are some
challenges, though. The extensive amount of unorganized information poses a
severe problem, as it is not clear, how to get the most of discussions, without
wasting a lot of time in searching. This is also the reason why discussion
forums have been neither studied nor used for product innovation in bigger
scale: a structural approach with a clear plan and strategy would most
definitely be needed.

The Internet removes the distance between consumers and companies in
consumer markets (Bartl, 2006) as well as in geographical sense (Prahalad and
Ramaswamy, 2004), and its fast development has offered many new
possibilities for the companies. With an easy access to unprecedented amounts
of information, consumers can make more informed decisions, create
networks (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004; Szmigin, 2003), and the
companies from their part can easily get the consumers involved in the
innovation process (Bartl, 2006). Here it is essential to find the best
participants, those who represent the right target group and with product
experience and enthusiasm to innovate. In addition, considering the consumer
role is crucial: the consumers have to be seen as equal active partners, not as
passive recipients of ideas. If not treated as equals, the discussion forum
participants most certainly refuse their help and ideas, furthermore, the whole
attempt will cause a negative effect.
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Social trends, economic environment and technological advances build a
background for product innovation process and help in defining possible
product opportunity gaps for further evaluation. As presented in table 1, trends
related to these factors indeed facilitate the product innovation process. The
Internet has created many new possibilities, social media applications made
the interaction fast and undependable on place and time, and social trends
activate people to participate in discussions. There is, however, also the darker
side as the rapid speed and new developments in social media cause serious
problems to privacy and safety. Companies face the challenge of keeping up
with new technologies and applications as well as ensuring the privacy and
safety of both themselves and their consumers.

Table 1 Factors influencing the product innovation process

Factors Trends Challenges to be solved

Technological factors Internet
Web 2.0
Social media applications

Constant changes
Rapid development
New applications

Social trends Social networking
Interaction
Socializing
Search for information

Vulnerability
Privacy

Economic factors
(environment)

Cheap and efficient ways
to promote and advertise
Competitor´s advances

Efficiency
Protecting competitive
advantage

The role of knowledge and experience is emphasized at the early stages of
the product innovation process, especially in idea generation phase (Soll,
2006) and it is regarded as an essential precondition for consumer generated
high quality product and service ideas (Lüthje, 2000). To offer relevant
product ideas or product improvements consumers should know the product as
well as the branch to which the product is related to (Soll, 2006). The more
complicated the product, the more difficult it is for the consumers to
understand its functions, possibilities or to test the quality and more intense
co-operation with the company professionals is needed (Hayenga, 1997).
Approach to technical information makes it possible to compensate the
possible lacking information of the consumers, and thus the amount of usable
ideas should increase. Further information helps also the consumers to
evaluate, if their ideas will be relevant for the company. (Soll, 2006.) It is
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indeed a question for companies to solve, if they want to succeed with social
media product innovation: successful interaction takes time, and will thus
demand a significant resource.

Consumers need application knowledge that refers to practical experience
with a product through intensive usage and object knowledge that is based not
on practical experiences but on knowledge concerning for instance technol-
ogy, procedure or material. (Lüthje, 2000; Lüthje et al., 2006), however,
usually the consumers have only knowledge about using the product, but not
about the product (Brockhoff, 1985). This certainly is not the case in discus-
sion forums: at least in Suunto´s discussions so called “senior members” were
very knowledgeable product experts. An important precondition for the
consumer motivation for using their application knowledge is that there is a
problem, new need or dissatisfaction; otherwise there would not be anything to
achieve (Soll, 2006). These prerequisites are all prevalent in discussion forums
and they thus can offer a remarkable source for product innovation ideas, if the
interaction is planned with care. User innovators almost always utilize
information already in their possession or generated by themselves to
determine the need for and to develop the solutions for their innovations
(Lüthje et al., 2006).

Higher complexity can, of course, lead to a situation where from application
knowledge emerged ideas are not relevant because the technical functions are
failing or the idea might be incorrectly evaluated (Soll, 2006). The consumer
might also not be competent enough to create a complete solution to a problem
from his idea (Lüthje, 2000), but consumers that participate extremely actively
usually present high quality ideas (Soll, 2006). It will indeed not be possible to
find relevant product innovation ideas only by observing, but active company
participation and inside information from company professionals is definitely
needed. Social media as well as its discussion forums mean interaction and
dialogue, and therefore company participation is even required. Relevant
results require resources, but to be efficient these interventions should be
planned in detail.

Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) separate knowledge from information,
defining knowledge, like experience, to be inherent in the individual and
inseparable from him. Reichwald et al. (2007) argue that companies need two
kinds of information: information about needs of the consumers and infor-
mation about possible solutions. Consumer needs include consumers´ wishes,
preferences and demands that a consumer has to an innovation´s functionality,
efficiency, quality, design and price. Many companies do not pay enough
attention to consumer needs, but concentrate more on information about solu-
tions, which with they can utilize new technologies and competencies to create
innovative products and services (Reichwald et al., 2007; Piller, 2006.) To be
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successful a company needs to forge relationships with the right consumers
and integrate them to the product innovation process. It is important to under-
stand consumers´ response to innovation (Szmigin, 2003) and understand that
consumers can not only be regarded as a source for information about their
needs, but they can help to find solutions as well. (Reichwald et al., 2007).
Within every problem the consumer has, there is potentially a solution or a
more efficient way of doing things that the consumers could help to create
(Szmigin, 2003) and the discussion forums are definitely full of consumer
suggestions. From this perspective consumer integration could be seen as
management of consumer knowledge that can be achieved only through direct
interaction with the consumers (Reichwald et al., 2007). Discussion forums,
indeed, offer a remarkable source for product innovation ideas with a planned
approach. However, it must be realized that most consumer wishes are rather
abstract at a preliminary level and need to be sorted out and further clarified
together with company professionals. This can ideally be done in discussion
forums, if the discussions are kept interesting enough to have the same partici-
pants to come back over and over, in other words, they will have to be
integrated into the process.

Consumer integration plan and social media product innovation

Amabile et al. (1996) define creativity by individuals and teams to be the
starting point for innovation, the first being a necessary, but not sufficient
condition for the second. Thus, crucial in successful consumer integration is
the ability to find innovative consumers (Bartl, 2006): passionate, knowledge-
able consumers with clear vision and realistic attitude (Seybold, 2006). In
social media it is relatively easy to find enthusiastic consumers, and they most
often do not need to be looked for, but it is a real challenge to keep them.
There are many other alternatives, and it is typical to participate only for a
short while, unless there is something indeed very interesting and rewarding in
that specific place. In Suunto´s discussions, however, some participants came
back over and over again to offer their expertise to solve the problems of so-
called “newbies”. This expertise most definitely has been left unutilized, but is
certainly a real asset for those companies who know how to use it.

Communication between consumers and company professionals is highly
important (Hoffman, 2007) as best results in product innovation are received
in co-operation with professionals and consumers (von Hippel, 2007;
Kristensson et al., 2004; Wobser, 2003). As its best co-operation is a result of
trust, integrity and trustworthiness of the other party (Wecht, 2006), promotes
sharing of accurate information (Urban and von Hippel, 1988), helps in
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shaping products and reflect on them (Hoffmann and Konrad, 2007). Ulwick
(2005) emphasizes that capturing consumer requirements does not mean
getting consumer feedback on a product idea, concept or prototype but under-
standing what consumers use to determine value when getting a job done and
obtaining this information in advance of evaluation project ideas and concepts.
As direct communication with consumers allows firms to learn from consum-
ers and to tailor products to their requirements (Dahan and Hauser, 2001),
consumer integration can help manufacturers to get direct market information,
unknown perspectives emerged from the collective creativity can be promoted
as well as the innovation process shortened when consumers participate in
idea selection and product testing (Tinz, 2007).

Consumer integration has played a central role in all phases of the innova-
tion process from the idea generation to the market launch of new products
(Grass, 2009): New products should provide significant value to the consum-
ers (Zirker and Maidique, 1990) and therefore it is often recommended that
consumers should be included in the product innovation process to ensure that
the consumers get what they want (Mantel and Meredith, 1986; Grass, 2009)
and the new product will fit the market: Consumer integration could influence
not only design and diffusion, but also new purchasing and consumption prac-
tices (Ornetzeder and Rohracher, 2003). Companies have started to understand
the importance of consumers as a source of learning, innovations and product
improvements (Rohracher, 2005) and realized that direct communication with
consumers allows them to tailor products to their requirements (Dahan and
Hauser, 2001).

At the beginning of the product innovation process user innovativeness is
especially important (Hirschman, 1980; Hayenga, 1997): The yet undefined
consumer needs will be changed into product solutions (Lüthje, 2003) as
producers integrate consumers in the idea generation process to create ideas
for products with high market- and business potential (Wecht, 2006; von
Hippel and Sonnack, 1999; Kristensson et al., 2004; Tinz, 2007; Lüthje,
2003). Wecht (2006) suggests asking the consumers directly for innovation
ideas and Jeppesen (2005) emphasizes the importance of a dialogue in which
the solution to the consumers´ problem is developed. Especially experienced
users can give impulses to so called breakthrough products (Herstatt, 2002)
and thus in practice it may often be the consumer who finds a solution to a
certain problem (Jeppesen, 2005). At the beginning stage of the product
innovation process it is important also to take part in the product innovation
process even if the person in question would not be knowledgeable or
experienced enough to create ideas (Soll, 2006). Discussion forums allow
everyone to participate, and the attitude even to the simplest questions is
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usually positive and encouraging: the main ideas are interaction and sharing of
expertise, not showing one´s superiority over the others.

The extensive amount of information is, however, not the only challenge for
the companies to face. Interaction with consumers can be demanding, as in
social media it means communication at a very fast speed with Internet-
applications that “have a long memory”. An unsatisfactory answer from a
company is very fast spread for tens of thousands of readers to see, and the
discussions turn ugly relatively quickly, if a company does not answer to an
annoying issue or if the answer is unsatisfying. As Prahalad and Ramaswamy
(2004) point out, it should also be considered that the social media dialogue is
conversation between two equal partners, and cannot, thus, be company-
controlled. From the positive point of view, participating in discussions helps
to connect with consumers at a remarkably deep level and gain valuable
information into consumer satisfaction and needs (Volmer & Precourt, 2008)
as well as knowledgeable solutions to problems once the company has gained
the trust of the consumers (Scott, 2007). In general, the consumers in Suunto´s
discussions seemed to be happy with very little company intervention,
although it was in some cases (in relation to software compatibility) greatly
expected, even demanded.

Consumers have different reasons for their participation in communities,
such as desire for interaction, necessity to solve a certain problem or need to
be socially active. By listening to the consumers, companies can find out what
consumers would like to hear or talk about, and what the consumers would
find interesting, enjoyable or valuable (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2009). However,
overly professional content offerings should be avoided, as they might have a
paralyzing or even negative effect on the conversation. Astute companies
devote considerable resources to listening to the conversations, although
typically consumers are not able to define clearly the desired product benefits
(Pitta and Fowler, 2005). Typically, common themes in discussions are
seeking of assistance in purchasing decision and searching or offering of help
with the use of the purchased product (Pitta and Fowler, 2005), this was
clearly noticed in the analyzed 28 discussion forums as well in addition to
accurate training results. Pitta and Fowler (2005) point out that the company
cannot start a discussion forum, as it would most likely not be able to attract
the consumers the company would be interested in. This was definitely not the
case in Suunto´s discussion forums, as the discussions were active and at a
highly knowledgeable level.

Activeness in the innovation process depends on product knowledge,
dissatisfaction, new needs and product involvement (Bartl, 2006). Consumer
integration in innovation process means concretely finding out consumer
preferences as early as possible and changing these into products and services
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(Herstatt and Sander, 2004). Consumers as an external resource can
significantly improve innovation process (Gassmann and Wecht, 2005) and
new Internet technologies offer quick and easy possibilities to do so. The role
of consumers as a source of innovation is becoming more and more important.
Companies therefore engage in a lot of different activities to get closer to their
consumers or involve them in their innovation processes. Companies can
either decide to search for consumer preferences and consumer needs by
themselves, or they can integrate the consumers into the product innovation
process (Sandmeier and Wecht, 2004). In product innovation, however, the
intensity, in which the consumer and producer are in contact, is a crucial
success factor (Wecht, 2006).

To succeed in the consumer integration, companies need clear methods and
strategies, how to involve their consumers (Soll, 2006): Which consumers
should be integrated into the product innovation process, what contents should
be regarded as the most relevant in the process, what methods should be used,
how relevant to consumers information will be further forwarded to profes-
sionals that have no direct contact to consumers (Reichart, 2002). Successful
consumer integration depends on several facts: especially innovative consum-
ers must be found and they must be integrated to the process (Bartl, 2006), and
especially passionate, knowledgeable consumers with clear vision and under-
standing of reality are needed (Seybold, 2006). Firms need to extent their
ability to absorb consumer knowledge that lies beyond their reach and influ-
ence (Verona et al., 2006); therefore virtual consumer initiative is valued more
and more. Online discussions that can be read and participated from every-
where and anytime, offer indeed a significant resource for consumer integra-
tion in incremental product innovation, if properly realized.

Results

The empirical material consists of discussions gathered and studied by content
analysis method from 28 different discussion forums (see appendices A) in
which discussions are related to heart rate monitors. Academic literature in
relation to product innovation (e.g. Jawecki et al. 2011; Jeppesen, 2003;
Lüthje, 2003; Lüthje et al. 2006; Tinz, 2007) emphasizes the importance of
sport addicts and hobbyists showing their high level of commitment, interest
and expertise that can all be used during the innovation process, especially to
create incremental ideas. Therefore discussion forums in Finnish where sports
were discussed were read through (www.fillarifoorumi.fi, www.kiloklubi.fi,
www.lenkkivihko.fi, www.nojatuolifoorumi.fi, www.potku.net and www.suo-
mi24.fi). It was noticed that the most popular topic in them were heart rate
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monitors, with Suunto heart rate monitors causing the most discussions (Polar
being the second). The discussions in these 28 discussion forums read through,
copied to Word and categorised in Excel (see appendices B) by content
analysis method and then more specifically in NVivo-programme.

The themes of the discussions were at first categorised as presented in table
2. From the total of 2.187 discussions the most discussions in all discussion
forums were related to technical problems and advice. People not only state
questions when they need help, but also use discussion forums as a source of
information, in which to look for advice to same problems that someone else
has already stated. This, in turn, makes the discussions difficult to follow, as
more and more participants are joining them and offering their advice as well
as asking additional questions, not always related to the topic discussed at that
moment. It is also a relevant question to solve, if these consumers form the
right target group or the right persons should be picked up from the mass.

Table 2 Themes categorised from the discussions

Theme
Suunto-
discussions

General
discussion
forums

Suunto-
discussions

General
discussion
forums

Technical problems &
advice 71 % 38 % 1540 45
Efficient training &
training results 18 % 28 % 386 33
Buying behaviour
support 11 % 34 % 233 40
Total amount of
discussions 100 % 100 % 2159 118

On the other hand, in that case company participation is expected, in some
cases even demanded, and it causes a lot of dissatisfaction in case it is delayed.
This was especially the case with discussions related to software problems, as
the postings became very demanding, for instance: “This thread has more than
20.000 viewers, where is Suunto” or “attached is the answer I received from
Suunto, they don´t really care.” Social media definitely means interaction, and
in that sense using discussion forums demands a remarkable time-resource.

Most of the discussions were very short (72% consisting of maximum four
comments). It is unlikely that these discussions could be used to get new ideas
for product innovation, as the thoughts and ideas are not developed and
discussed long enough. If a remarkable idea was presented, it could very well
be taken to start another thread with a specially chosen consumers to analyse
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it. The 20 longest discussions, of which 10 were from general discussion
forums and 10 from Suunto´s, were chosen for deeper analysis. As the level of
the discussions and expertise seemed to be much higher in Suunto´s discus-
sions, it was assumed that company´s own discussion forums could offer more
value for the company in relation to product innovation. Therefore these
discussions were compared with the discussions in general discussion forums.
Although the level of the discussions was inarguably more professional and
knowledgeable in Suunto´s discussions, only minor differences were found
when comparing the discussions with those from the general discussion
forums.

As presented in table 3, there were clearly two popular themes in general
discussion forums: technical problems as well as finding advice or help in the
buying process. A typical question was “I am planning to buy a heart rate
monitor: which one of them should I buy?” This also seems to be a theme that
people want to discuss, as these discussions were typically long. In Suunto´s
discussions buying decision support was not a typical theme, but technical
advice and efficient training were more popular.

Table 3 Themes of the 20 longest discussions

Theme
Suunto-
discussions

Other
discussions

Suunto discussions
in percent

General
discussions
in percent

Technical advice 121 258 18 % 26 %
Efficient training
and training results 55 34 8 % 3 %
Buying behaviour
support 37 281 6 % 28 %
Total amount of
comments 667 1001 32 % 57 %

The general tone in all the analysed 20 longest discussions was positive,
and there was very little difference between Suunto´s and general discussions
forums. In general, Suunto´s discussions were slightly more negative with 26
percent of the comments being negative. However, as presented in table 4, the
differences are minor. An exceptionally negative tone was found in Suunto´s
discussions related to software compatibility (heart rate monitors not being
compatible with Mac), which in its turn explains the higher figures for Suunto.
The consumers found the lack of interaction and inability to respond with
speed very irritating. Thus the whole discussion took a negative turn.
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Table 4 Percentages of positive, negative and neutral comments in analysed
discussions.

Discussion
forums

Positive
comments

Negative
comments

Neutral
comments

Suunto 69 % 26 % 5 %
General 77 % 16 % 7 %

These findings were supported by an interview at Suunto in December 2010.
The use of discussion forums had been limited, especially due to the excessive
amount of information. It had also been found very difficult to access the
searched information, as getting to the point usually demands reading through
all the discussions. This, in turn, was found extremely time-consuming and
inefficient. The company had, however, realized that consumers´ ideas can
very well be used in product innovation, although it was pointed out that
breakthrough ideas usually come from inside the company, whereas consum-
ers can only give some minor thoughts. As the importance of the consumer
ideas had been realized, the company was planning to launch a specific inno-
vation platform where consumers´ ideas could be presented and discussed. A
definite plus would be the possibility to tell the consumers what has already
been done with their ideas and how do they look like at the moment. It had
clearly not been clear how to use the discussion forums. It was mentioned that
they have been occasionally read through, but not used for even surveys or
even to contact interested innovators. The company established discussion
forums were found relatively expensive and it had been considered that
general discussion forums could be used for observation as well, and for free.
It was, however, still under consideration due to the extensive amount of
information in discussion forums: in which discussion forums to participate
and how. There was no integration, only occasional participation and interac-
tion, which did not bring any desired results.

It was mentioned in the interview that the company had earlier had a trainer
to answer to questions in relation to training, but later on only the product
managers have occasionally answered to some questions. It was easy to see in
the discussions, who is the trainer and to also notice that his input was clearly
appreciated by the others. In the analysed 10 Suunto discussions he had in
total 28 comments, that were related to efficient training (13), accurate train-
ing results (5), software (6) or were clear opinions about the equipment (4). In
the discussions there was also an official moderator, who posted three
comments in relation to upcoming product launch. His participation as an
official company representative was seen as annoying and delays in answering
caused very negative comments.
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In addition to the trainer there were very positive and experienced heart rate
monitor users, who stopped the negative proceedings with a constructive
comment and always said something positive about the products and Suunto.
This kind of persons could easily be used as s so called “social media evange-
lists” efficiently in product innovation to attract others to innovate as well as
to maintain a positive atmosphere, as it would not take much effort to integrate
them tightly into the process. They would even most likely be happy with new
improved products as a reward. As the participants clearly want to discuss the
training and its efficiency, it would be an easy way to find out their level of
satisfaction as well as hear new product improvement ideas. Direct company
intervention in social media is seen as annoying, as was the case clearly here
as well, but discussions and hints in relation to training are clearly appreciated.

Conclusions

This study shows that discussion forums can be used to find out and further
develop incremental product innovation ideas. There are, however, several
challenges that the companies face. Firstly, social media means interaction
between individuals, not between companies and private persons. Company
intervention is not appreciated, and might even been seen in a very negative
light. However, any advice to training and accurate results is highly appreci-
ated, and company intervention should be built from that perspective.

Secondly, social media discussion forums require active participation. It is
not enough to establish a forum or post a comment or a question once,
although such unsuccessful strategies can be noticed in social media. A
successful strategy requires a detailed plan, how and in which form the
company will participate. In social media discussions even a day can be a too
long time to wait for an answer and a discussion can turn ugly very soon. This
is the case especially in company run discussion forums, where answers are
expected, even demanded. It must be remembered as well that social media
gives very little room for mistakes: once written, the information will not be
forgotten, and a “wrong” company answer will be posted for thousands of
readers to see. A company should, thus, either reserve enough resources to
participate actively in the discussions, or recruit “social media evangelists”,
persons that maintain a positive atmosphere and discreetly direct the discus-
sion towards deeper and more detailed product innovation ideas.

It is, thus, necessary to create a strategy to find the right target group and,
how to use the discussion forums efficiently. Considering the speed and
extensive amount of unnecessary information a structural approach is needed
to, firstly, find, and, secondly, to be able to use and further develop the
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important information in the discussions. The discussions definitely contain a
remarkable amount of material suitable for incremental product innovation
purposes, but without company participation it is there only at a very raw and
preliminary stage. The “pearls” can be found and used, as well as the con-
sumer needs defined in detail, if the consumers are integrated into the same
process and dialogue with the company professionals. In addition to finding
product innovation ideas that fit to the market needs, companies can easily
replace traditional focus groups and surveys implemented either in paper
forms or online. It should be remembered, however, that finding, discussing
and developing product innovation ideas is a process, that should be
approached step-by-step, because instant rewards are impossible. As in any
other kind of interaction as well, the trust needs to be built at first and only
then reliable and trustworthy results can be achieved.

If not properly invested in time and effort, product innovation attempts in
social media discussion forums will cause more damage than benefit. A
company willing to succeed, needs to first plan and strategise, and only then
start to interact and subtly direct the unstructured discussions. Honesty is
appreciated, and in that sense it is better to tell about the purpose of the
discussion and ask for help, as one of the main features in discussion forums is
the helping attitude: people want to help to solve problems. Sports addicts
definitely want better and improved products, and would thus not just give any
comments, but seriously try to offer serious product improvement ideas. The
participants not only appreciate honesty, but it will also cause angry and
disappointed comments that will seriously damage the company reputation. A
company will certainly reap the rewards of creating such a consumer
integration strategy, and find a clear competitive edge with passionate,
committed consumer, clearly defined consumer needs and better product fit to
the market.
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Appendices A

Table 5 List of discussion forums analysed

Forums Amount of discussions Analysed period

Fillarifoorumi 49 11/2003–10/2010

Kiloklubi 36 5/2006–10/2010

Lenkkivihko 3 5/2007–10/2010

Nojatuolifoorumi 1 3/2006–10/2010

Potku.net 1 2/2007–10/2010

Suomi 24.fi 28 11/2003–10/2010

Suunto TC1 28 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto TC3 298 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto TC4 268 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto TC6 479 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto Software 215 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto Smartbelt 60 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto Sports 30 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto Team pod 9 1/2006–10/2010

suunto bike pod 26 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto cadence pod 8 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto comfort belt 24 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto diving- freediving 10 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto diving- scubadiving 29 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto diving products 162 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto diving software 91 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto foot pod 73 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto GPS pod 78 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto outdoor products 89 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto outdoor software 11 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto outdoor sports 1 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto PC pod 53 1/2006–10/2010

Suunto road bike pod 27 1/2006–10/2010
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“MAN, THIS FRUSTRATES ME”: CHANGE OF
CONSUMER EMOTIONS IN ONLINE
DISCUSSIONS

Abstract

Purpose - The purpose of this paper is to analyse how consumer emotions
towards innovation change over online discussions.
Design / methodology / approach - This is an empirical study based on
substantial data collected from 22 discussion forums, of which the ten longest
discussions on heart-rate monitors were chosen for further qualitative analysis.
Findings - The results show that a variety of consumer emotions can be
detected in online discussions. Negative emotions clearly seem to dominate
and be generally stronger than those that are positive. The results also show
how product, company and behaviour enabled by the product (in this case,
training) evoke different emotions in customers.
Research limitations / implications: Our study focuses only on emotional
expressions presented by consumers online. However, the analysis of consum-
ers’ basic emotions, their grounds and change can be transferred to other
settings in which interaction among customers is studied; for example, in
focus group interviews.
Practical implications - Results show how negative emotions felt towards a
product tend rapidly to extend to anger and frustration targeted at the respec-
tive firm. This highlights the importance of company intervention.
Originality / value - By analysing the change of emotions longitudinally, we
are able to show the increase of anger over online discussions. We show how
the target of emotion changes and how emotions spread from customer to
customer.

Introduction

The innovation management literature has paid truly significant attention to
the role of consumer feedback in innovation processes (e.g. Holt et al., 1984;
Veryzer, 1998; von Hippel, 1986), and it has been claimed that understanding
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consumers’ emotions is important to comprehending their behaviour and latent
needs (cf. Éthier et al., 2006). Paying attention to consumer feedback and
creating emotive connections with them enables firms to attain consumer
loyalty and create less replicable differentiation strategies, and cope with
increasing pressures to innovate in global markets (Chea and Luo, 2008).

Word-of-mouth communication has long been recognised to be particularly
important in consumer behaviour (e.g., Katz and Lazarsfeld, 1955). A growing
amount of consumer interaction occurs online; for example, in discussion
forums, blogs and Facebook. Thus, it is important for innovating firms to
understand how better to utilise information provided by social media in
innovation development. Recent research has acknowledged the value of
online communities to innovation management. The extant research on open
innovation (e.g. Chesbrough, 2003; Seybold, 2006) and crowdsourcing (e.g.
Howe, 2008; Poetz and Schreier, 2012) recognises the direct participation of
consumers in innovation creation. It is also acknowledged that, although
consumers do not intentionally participate in innovation development, they
share a large amount of information online which would be useful for
innovators striving to understand consumer behaviour and their needs (e.g.
Füller et al., 2006; Pitta and Fowler, 2005).

Thus, the information available in social media offers companies many
unexploited opportunities. In addition to information on consumers’ opinions
and behaviour, online communities can also reveal a lot about their emotions
towards companies and their products (e.g. Kwortnik and Ross, 2007).
Emotions experienced in social media can be regarded as indicators of real
emotions towards the product or firm; even though experiencing an emotion
does not always lead to its expression, expressing an emotion tends to be
accompanied by experiencing it (Brebner, 2003). From the firm’s perspective,
consumers’ emotional expressions online can have long-lasting effects; even
though by definition emotions are temporal (Larsen et al., 2009; Solomon,
2008), emotional outbursts expressed online remain for everyone to see for a
long time after the emotion itself has vanished.

While the role of emotions in innovation adoption is widely recognised and
although consumer emotions are increasingly expressed online, both market-
ing and innovation management research streams lack knowledge on how
emotions are expressed and shared in social media (Chea and Luo, 2008).
Nevertheless, emotions can play a particularly important role in the online
context, whereby it is relatively easy to complain about or recommend
products (ibid.) and anonymously express strong emotions (Coffey and
Woolworth, 2004).

Emotional states in online discussions among consumers seems to influence
on their attitudes towards the companies (Nambisan and Baron, 2007). Past
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studies show that particularly negative emotions are openly expressed in
online discussions on sensitive topics, in particular in short-term discussion
forums where participants do not get to know each other (ibid.). These emo-
tions can lead to harsh comments and conversational impoliteness (ibid.;
Papacharissi, 2004). Nevertheless, we know neither the strength of the emo-
tion nor which particular emotions discussants express online when their
emotional attachment to a discussion topic (in this case, innovative product) is
unlikely to be particularly strong. In addition, we not we have knowledge on
the extent to which negative and positive emotions are targeted at other
discussants as opposed to the discussion topic itself (cf. Chmiel et al., 2011).

Individuals’ emotions are constantly changing; that is, varying in the level
of their intensity and between different emotions (Carrera and Oceja, 2007;
Filipowicz et al., 2011). Hence, it is argued that a comprehensive understand-
ing of emotions requires the inclusion of the temporal dimension in research
(Larsen et al., 2009). However, studies addressing changes in emotions are
scarce and, although the online environment forms fertile ground for emo-
tional contagion among current and prospective consumers (Filipowicz et al.,
2011), our knowledge on changing emotions in the online context is almost
non-existent.

Consequently, the study’s research problem is: How do consumer emotions
towards an innovation change over online discussions? This question is
approached via the following sub-questions: (1) What kinds of emotion are
expressed online? (2) What evokes negative and positive emotions in online
discussions? and (3) How do emotions change over the discussion?

We believe that answering these questions will increase our knowledge on
the role of emotions in innovation adoption and thereby also increase our
understanding on the potential of discussion forums for innovation
development. The extant research on consumers’ expressions of emotion is
presented briefly in the next section, which is followed by the justification of
methodological choices and discussion on research findings. The paper
concludes with theoretical and managerial implications.

Consumers’ online expressions of emotion

Emotions can be defined as short-term feelings that arise because of
something, vary in intensity and get expressed (sometimes minimally) in
behaviour (Frijda, 1993; Larsen et al., 2009; Rank and Frese, 2008; Solomon,
2008). Emotions derive from individuals’ evaluations of triggering events and
thus have a cognitive origin (Soscia, 2013). There are various categorisations
of basic emotions (see Laros and Steenkamp, 2005); however, in business
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sciences they are often divided into four positive (i.e. contentment, happiness,
affection/love and pride) and four negative (i.e. anger, fear, sadness and
shame) basic emotions (e.g. Brebner, 2003; Eid and Diener, 2001; Laros and
Steenkamp, 2005). These emotions and their common reasons are shown in
table 1.

Table 1 Basic consumer emotions

Basic
emotions

Specific emotions
(based on Laros & Steenkamp,
2005)

Typical reasons for emotions

Affection Sexy, romantic, passionate,
loving, sentimental, warm-
heated.

Personal ties, sexual desire or
admiration (cf. Shaver et al.,
1996)

Anger Angry, frustrated, irritated,
unfulfilled, discontented,
envious, jealous.

Adverse state that could be
resolved (e.g. broken promises,
unfair treatment or expressed
hostility) (Funches, 2011; Soscia,
2013)

Contentment Contented, fulfilled, peaceful. Situations appraised as safe,
certain and serene (Ellsworth &
Smith, 1988; Fredrickson, 1998)

Fear Scared, afraid, panicky, nervous,
worried, tense.

Identifiable threatening stimuli
(Öhman, 2010)

Happiness Optimistic, encouraged, hopeful,
happy, pleased, joyful, relieved,
thrilled, enthusiastic.

Positive event, success, positive
individual activities and
relationships, and engaging in
fulfilling activities (Soscia, 2013)

Pride Proud. Personal achievement
(Fredrickson, 2001)

Sadness Depressed, sad, miserable,
helpless, nostalgia, guilty.

Irrevocable loss of something
important (Bonanno et al., 2010)

Shame Embarrassed, ashamed,
humiliated.

Failure of oneself (Lewis, 2010)

Individuals often experience different, even opposite, emotions simultaneously
(Carrera and Oceja, 2007). Furthermore, past studies show that emotions
change both in the level of their intensity (ibid.) and between different
emotions (Filipowicz et al., 2011). Thus, to capture a comprehensive
understanding on emotions, Larsen et al. (2009) urged inclusion of the
temporal dimension in research on emotion. The extant research (Filipowicz et
al., 2011) indicates that changes of emotion easily occur in social interactions
and, therefore, that the temporal dimension seems to be of particular
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importance when studying online discussions in which individuals interact
intensively over a particular timeframe.

Emotions are contagious. Positive emotions expressed by one tend to spread
(i.e. fuel more positive emotions in others) whereas expressed negative emo-
tions can lead to a bigger variety of emotional expressions in others (Chmiel et
al., 2011; Hatfield et al., 1993; Rozin and Royzman, 2001). Furthermore, indi-
viduals in an interaction have a tendency to mimic the behaviour of others and
to feel the emotions they express (Duclos et al., 1989). Hence, they tend auto-
matically to become emotionally in tune with others (Bartel and Saavedra,
2000). While interacting, individuals constantly compare their own reactions
with those of relevant others, and social pressures towards unity tend to make
their emotions convergent (Festinger, 1954; Sullins, 1991).

Different negative emotions experienced by consumers are connected to
different goals when engaging in negative word-of-mouth (N-WOM). For
example, angry consumers are likely to spread N-WOM to take revenge on a
firm, whereas disappointed consumers engage in N-WOM to seek comfort
(Wetzer, Zeelenberg and Pieters, 2007). Past studies (Chebat et al., 2005;
Strizhakova, Tsarenko, and Ruth, 2012) indicate that consumers are more
prone to express negative emotions in the online environment, where face-to-
face contact with the respective company is missing. Consumers seem to be
more inclined to transmit N-WOM than positive word-of-mouth (De Angelis
et al., 2012), which is likely to facilitate its spread in the online environment.
Negative comments expressed online (i.e. negative O-WOM) have received
limited attention (Grégoire et al., 2009) and have largely concentrated on the
effects of negative O-WOM (Verhagen, Nauta and Feldberg, 2013). The
extant studies indicate that negative O-WOM has detrimental effects on
consumer-based brand equity (Bambauer-Sachse and Mangold, 2011), espe-
cially in weak brands (Ho-Dac, Carson and Moore, 2013), and decreases
online purchase intentions (Fagerstrøm and Ghinea, 2011).

However, the extant research perceived negativity as a comprehensive
concept without taking into account the distinct emotions by which negativity
is conceived (Yin, Bond and Zhang, 2014). A study by Yin et al. (2014) shows
that distinct emotions expressed online evoke distinct perceptions among
readers and a study by Berger and Milkman (2013) indicates that consumer
experiences evoking anxiety or anger are more likely to be shared online than
those evoking sadness. In addition, longitudinal research on emotions
expressed online along discussion threads is scarce. Colliander and Wien
(2013) studied long discussion threads and analysed how and why consumers
engage in O-WOM to defend companies and brands criticised by others. Their
findings indicate the prevalence of different negative emotions (e.g. angriness,
guilt, frustration and dissatisfaction) in the discussions, even though they did
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not explicitly concentrate on emotions. The findings by Chmiel et al. (2011)
indicate that, during online discussions, emotions expressed by participants
depend on emotions expressed in previous posts; positive emotions generally
fuelling more positive emotions, whereas negative emotions lead to a bigger
variety of emotional expressions. It was also shown that stronger emotional
expressions tend to lead to longer discussion threads, whereas discussions
starting at a lower emotional level tend to be shorter (Chmiel et al., 2011).

Consumers’ post-adoptive behaviour has been the subject of research in
both marketing and innovation management. The marketing literature has paid
truly significant attention to complaint and recommendation behaviours (e.g.
Bougie et al., 2003; East et al., 2005; Singh, 1988), the role of emotions in
marketing (Bagozzi et al., 1999) and face-to-face business encounters (e.g.
Liljander and Strandvik, 1997; Phillips and Baumgartner, 2002). It is known
that emotions influence consumer’s information processing and decision
making (Bagozzi et al., 1999; Phillips and Baumgartner, 2002; Rucker and
Petty, 2004); when consumer dissatisfaction turns to anger, their propensity to
switch from one provider to another increases significantly (Bougie et al.,
2003). The innovation management literature has an increasing interest in
understanding emotions expressed among innovation adopters (e.g. Füller and
Matzler, 2007; Wood and Moreau, 2006). It is acknowledged that emotions
influence evaluation of complex products. Consumers have expectations
towards novel products and, when they first employ the products, the experi-
ence on how well their expectations are met is likely to evoke positive and/or
negative emotions (Wood and Moreau, 2006).

Consumers who complain online tend to hold a grudge for a long time
(Grégoire et al., 2009). It has been suggested that negative emotions openly
expressed online lead to a variety of behaviours, such as coping with a situa-
tion, avoidance, venting and protesting, attempts to influence other consumers,
and boycott and revenge (Tuzovic, 2010). When consumers openly express
their negative emotions, companies can more easily react and tailor their
recovery efforts to fit the consumers’ emotional moods (Chebat et al., 2005;
Smith and Bolton, 2002). As negative WOM can rapidly damage a company
(Tuzovic, 2010), Chea and Luo (2008) suggest that complaints should be
handled quickly and that constructive complaints might even be encouraged
and rewarded. Even though a firm’s post-complaint recovery attempts cannot
easily reverse complainers’ attitudes (Grégoire et al., 2009), they can at least
discourage the spread of negative emotions in the discussion forum. Thus, a
company’s ability to cope with and manage affective conflicts in consumer
relations plays an important role in strengthening consumer-seller relation-
ships (Bradford and Barton, 2009).
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In sum, past studies indicate that, to understand consumers’ behaviour
towards innovations, we should also address their emotions. Understanding on
consumers’ emotions remains scant; even more so when considering emotions
expressed online. However, by combining the findings from previous research
on emotions and negative O-WOM, we can assume that, in online discussions,
negative emotions dominate, spread easily and influence consumers’ behav-
iour. The methodology employed in our study concentrating on these issues is
described in the next section.

Methodology

To tackle the complex, multifaceted and longitudinal phenomenon at hand, a
qualitative approach was chosen. The academic literature (e.g. Jawecki et al.,
2009; Jeppesen, 2005; Lüthje, 2003; Tinz, 2007) shows the importance of
sports enthusiasts and hobbyists in product innovation. Thus, being regarded
as the most eager and interested innovators, we assumed that they would
engage in long online-discussions and express also a variety of emotions.
Therefore, we chose a sports equipment-related discussion forum as the focus
for data collection. First, the most popular discussion forums in Finland were
read; it was apparent that heart-rate monitors were the most discussed topic.
This led the researchers to online forums that related only to heart-rate
monitors. In total, 2,187 discussions on a heart-rate monitor manufacturer’s
Internet discussion forum and also general sports-related discussion forums on
the Internet were read and collected for further analysis.

Most of the discussions, especially in general discussion forums, were very
short, comprising less than five comments and including few emotions.
Discussions read on the company maintained forums contained more detailed
and longer comments. As the previous studies (e.g. Chmiel et al., 2011)
indicated that emotions are more accentuated in longer discussion threads, we
chose the ten longest discussions found in the company maintained forums for
further analysis. We were prepared to include more discussions in the analysis.
However, as it became clear along the analysis that the course of the discus-
sions, in terms of emotions expressed, their triggers and outcomes, was rather
similar, it was considered that adding more discussions to the analysis would
not change the study’s results (cf. Bowen, 2008). The discussions included in
the study contained 636 comments in total, all of which were included in the
analysis.

In this study, the systematic nature of data analysis was particularly
accentuated, especially as emotions in general are hard to identify and classify
(cf. Dasborough et al., 2008). The employment of QSR N’Vivo enhanced the
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analytical process because coding revisions could be conducted several times
as the level of conceptualisation increased. Two researchers participated in the
coding. First that data was coded through by one researcher and then all the
codes were evaluated and synthesised together through careful comparison
between the researchers Emotions shown in the discussions were first coded
deductively in line with the widely employed typology (e.g. Brebner, 2003;
Eid and Diener, 2001; Laros and Steenkamp, 2005) of four positive (i.e.
affection, contentment, happiness and pride) and four negative (i.e. anger, fear,
sadness and shame) emotions. Later in the analysis, frustration was also coded
as a separate negative emotion as it was noticeably expressed in the data and
has been acknowledged as a highly negative emotion frequently expressed in
consumer behaviour (e.g. Guchait and Namasivayam, 2012; Tuzovic, 2010).
Triggers of emotions were coded inductively, thus enabling the diversity of
issues emerging from the data to be addressed. This included looking for
features that distinguish one category from another, forming and labelling
categories, putting data into the new categories and checking their feasibility,
and then often splitting categories further into new, narrower and re-labelled
categories, or integrating two overlapping categories. Table 2 illustrates
examples of citations and the emotions interpreted by the researchers. Table 3
shows citations communicating reasons for the emotions and the correspond-
ing researchers’ interpretations.

The chronological order of comments was also addressed, thereby enabling
analysis on how the discussions proceeded: the emotion that each comment
represented (unless not neutral) and to what level of intensity (i.e. a little,
medium or great amount of the emotion in question).

Findings

Variety of emotions expressed online

In total there were 636 comments in the ten chosen discussions relating to
heart-rate monitors. Typically, the discussions were neutral; participants were
asking for help and answering each other´s questions. As shown in table 2,
anger was the most prevalent emotion: in total, among these 636 comments
there were 93 angry comments, followed by frustration, contentment, happi-
ness and affection. However, there were no comments indicating shame or
pride. Furthermore, fear and sadness were only apparent in a couple of
comments.
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Table 2 Emotions shown in the discussions

Emotion Number of
comments

Example of citation expressing the emotion

Affection 16 I like my watch.
I´m new to these watches that I love.
I´m a XYZ* fan.

Anger 93 It´s so bad that XYZ* is ignoring their
customers like this!
Listen to your customers XYZ*!
I´m now a very unhappy and dissatisfied
XYZ* watch owner.

Contentment 25 I´m satisfied with the pod.
The repeatability is sufficient for me.
The new pod is very easy to secure.

Fear 3 I´m afraid that I´ll lose all the data!
Imagine my horror when I found out that they
don´t support Mac.

Frustration 26 I´m so confused, very very confused.
Man this frustrates me.
It´s so frustrating.
I wish they could just come clean and help
users make more informed decisions.

Happiness 23 I´m happy with the new pod.
These are great improvements.
I´m very happy that XYZ* finally released a
Mac friendly software.

Pride 0
Sadness 2 I´m sad as the speed reading is not good.

It´s sad, very sad…
Shame 0
* Name of the company

Reasons for negative and positive emotions

Table 3 shows the prevalence of emotions in discussions. Affection was
expressed mildly in terms such as “I like the product”, “I´m an enthusiast” or
“I´m a supporter of this company”, whereas the strongest expressions of emo-
tions related to happiness; for instance, with comments such as “splendid”,
“damn wonderful” and “fantastic”.
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Table 3 Expressions of emotions in discussions

Emotion Reasons
for
emotions

More detailed characterisation of reasons
(numbers indicate the number of comments relating to a
particular reason)

Affection
(love)

Product I like (3) / love (5) my XYZ* product.
I love the combination of Mac and a heart-rate monitor (2).

Company I´m a XYZ* fan (3) / a firm supporter of XYZ* (3).
Anger Product I would not buy it any more (2).

The product is poor (6) / useless (1) / unreliable (3).
The material is weak (1) / crappy (1).
The connection fails (3).
The basic features are lacking (4) / extremely annoying (4).
Unnecessary features (2).
It´s too expensive. (1)
Quality is poor (3), poor update (1)
I´ll leave XYZ* as it´s not compatible with Mac (15).
Training Manager is ugly and clumsy (1)
Software is poor.(1)

Company Maintenance takes too long (1).
Quality problems (8).
XYZ* is not answering (8).
XYZ* helpdesk does not know the answer (7).
Technical ability of the company is lacking (3).
XYZ* is arrogant and does not value its customers (19).
XYZ* is not concentrating on product innovation (9).
XYZ* has to come up with something really rapidly to
satisfy us.
No information on new updates (7).

Training Inaccurate results (4).
Contentment Product It´s a good / great product (8) and precise (5).

It´s easy to use.
The software has a purpose.

Company XYZ* answered very quickly.
Training It´s accurate (4).

It´s good and useful to train with (6).
It´s very good for multi-sport athletes.

Fear Product I´m afraid of losing data.
It´s difficult to use without good instructions.
The software is not compatible with Mac.

Frustration Product Annoying features (2).
Difficulties in using it (2).
Communication failures.
Software is not compatible with Mac (3).
Cannot install the software.
Do not trust the Training Manager (2).

Company XYZ* personnel are inexperienced technically.
XYZ* does not inform customers (3).

Happiness Product I´m very happy with the product (11).
These are great improvements.
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It´s a very good for training (9).
A very good software (2).

Company Maintenance is quick.
Sadness Product Inaccurate speed reading.

I´m very sad about this product quality.
* Name of the company

Affection was typically expressed mildly and related to either the products
or the company. Comments such as “I like my XYZ product”, “I love XYZ
watches”, “I´m a firm supporter of XYZ” or “I´m a XYZ fan” were typical.

Anger was expressed with stronger expressions, exclamation marks and
sometimes even referring to the company as “stupid” or “idiots”. In turn, this
led to repetitious comments and general annoyance. Most comments related to
the product and its features.

Contentment mostly related to the equipment. In some cases it was stated as
a conclusion that the company “is very good”. However, in the main,
comments only related to the products; both to accuracy and possibilities (e.g.
what kind of results and figures were possible), and ease of use. Some
comments were also directed at other participants: “If you look back at the
older posts there are quite a few people claiming the product is no good and it
turned out that they had their belts too loose. Once this was corrected, they
were happy users again.”

Fear was mentioned on only a couple of occasions and then rather neutrally.
It was mentioned in direct connection to the product’s performance. The
comments related to the inability to use the product, the possibility of losing
training data or software incompatibility.

Frustration related to the rate of error (i.e. the most common reason for
frustration), an inability to employ Mac with XYZ equipment, software prob-
lems and irrelevant solutions. However, these comments did not take an overly
negative form and the discussions were polite, with problems being addressed
to other participants and not the company. The main point was to find a
solution and, typically, various experiments and charts were given to solve a
problem. It is clear that participants were mainly interested in training and the
accuracy of results. While inaccurate results caused frustration, they liked their
heart-rate monitors, employing which they tried to get the best training.

Happiness mainly related to training results and the use of the equipment.
Some comments were also written to praise the company for rapidly sending a
replacement. The words expressing the strongest emotion of happiness were:
“splendid”, “damn wonderful”, “fantastic”, “God this is sooooooooo cool” and
“I´m excited”.

Sadness was not a typical emotion as it was mentioned only twice, and even
then rather mildly. It related to product quality and inaccurate training results.
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Figures 1, 2 and 3 depict how product, company and training evoke differ-
ent emotions. Comments relating to the product seemed to display the greatest
variety of emotions, with negative emotions being slightly dominant. Anger
was the most commonly expressed emotion, followed by happiness and con-
tentment. Anger was clearly dominant in comments relating to the company.
Altogether, negative emotions were seen in nearly 90 percent of emotional
comments on the company. Comments related to training results and their
accuracy of measurement were typically directed to other participants, and
their tone was mostly positive. There were almost no emotions expressed, but
those that were, were mainly positive. The error rates in heart-rate measure-
ment caused frustration, but this was not directed to the company or even the
product: in fact, participants pondered whether they might be doing something
wrong. They were extremely interested in solving a problem and getting the
best training possible. The goal was to get the most out of the equipment and
offer different solutions, even to create a solution together.

Figure 1 Emotions evoked by the product (n=112)
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Figure 2 Emotions evoked by the company (n=75)

Figure 3 Emotions evoked by training (n=15)

Change in emotions during online discussions

It was notable that anger and frustration first related to the product and its
features but, as the discussion proceeded, it took a very negative turn against
the company. Anger was further fuelled by the firm’s unresponsiveness. It
seemed to be particularly irritating that the company did not react to the online
complaints, as consumers were clearly expecting answers. Comments engen-
dered by the company’s passivity were much more negative than those caused
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by the original dissatisfaction. This was exemplified with comments such as: 
“Listen to your customers, XYZ”, “XYZ does not listen”, “keep on sleeping 
XYZ” and “all XYZ seems to be worrying about is releasing more and more 
overpriced watches and not keeping the customers satisfied by giving some 
additional services – they are idiots when it comes to customer service”. 
Although some persons wrote several comments, there were new participants 
joining the discussion during the whole process. Angry comments seemed to 
provoke other similar comments directed to the company. 

In addition, the whole discussion became very negative and angry at this 
point with only one or two participants trying to calm the others by suggesting 
that a solution would be found or that this kind of solution was not provided 
by other companies either. As presented in figure 4, once these discussions 
had taken a very negative turn, there seemed to be no way to stop them; no 
comments helped.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 4 Example of evolution of anger in comments (numbers indicating the 
order of individual comments in a discussion thread) 

In the discussions, negative emotions were both dominant and seemed to 
create self-enforcing cycles. In contrast, positive emotions did not lead to 
overall positive discussions in the same way than negative emotions led to 
negative discussions. While there might be several consecutive positive 
comments, totally positive discussions did not exist. 

Discussion 

Adding to the extant knowledge on emotions shared in discussion forums 
focusing on sensitive issues (e.g. Coffey and Woolworth, 2004), our study 
shows also that discussants in online forums focusing on products openly 
express both negative and positive emotions. In these discussions, negative 
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emotions seem to be clearly dominant and, in general, are stronger than those
that are positive. The proportion of angry comments in particular was
considerable; especially, angriness and frustration predominated in comments
relating to the company. The prevalence of a negative tone in online discus-
sions can be extremely harmful to a firm, as indicated by past research (e.g.
Baumeister et al., 2001) showing that bad impressions tend to be formed more
quickly and are more resistant to rebuttal than those which are good.

Furthermore, the results reveal how product, company and behaviour
enabled by the product (in this case, training) evoke different emotions in
customers. Most emotions related to the product. Behaviour evoked the largest
proportion of positive emotions, whereas emotions targeted at the company
were highly negative. Public online complaints and their damaging conse-
quences for firms have been acknowledged (e.g. Grégoire et al., 2009; Ward
and Ostrom, 2006). Concluding these results, our study reveals the increase of
anger; that is, how negative emotions felt towards a product tend to rapidly
become anger and frustration targeted at the respective firm.

Conclusions

Theoretical contribution

The measurement of emotions in the consumption experience has been
regarded as an important but highly complicated issue in efforts to understand
consumer behaviour (Richins, 1997). Increasing customer communication in
the online context offers a platform on which researchers will be able to
observe and analyse expressed consumer emotions. Our study shows that a
variety of consumer emotions can be detected in online discussions. It also
shows that the categorisation of basic consumer emotions proposed by Laros
and Steenkamp (2005) works seemingly well with online data. However, to
capture the variety of negative emotions, our results suggest that, in the future,
other researchers studying emotional online reactions might also consider
including “frustration” in the typology of basic emotions. This suggestion is in
line with Wetzer et al. (2007) and Guchait and Namasivayam (2012) who
previously argued that frustration should be distinguished from anger when
analysing consumer behaviour.

Our findings support previous studies indicating that negative emotions
dominate in online consumer discussions (e.g. De Angelis et al., 2012; Lee
and Cude, 2012) and spread easily (Rozin and Royzman, 2001). In addition,
our research shows clearly that although emotions are usually first targeted at
an innovation and its features, in a relatively short time they tend to be
directed at the whole firm. This finding adds another dimension to our current
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understanding on dynamics of emotions. Previous studies (e.g. Filipowicz et
al., 2011) have contemplated the change from one emotion to another and the
contagion of emotions from one individual to another. However, in addition to
these, we also show how the target of emotion changes by describing how
anger expressed towards the product turns into anger towards the whole
company. This adds another dimension to the previous studies on negative O-
WOM (e.g. Sandes and Urdan, 2013) that have accentuated the detrimental
impact of negative O-WOM to brand image by showing that the impact of
negative O-WOM can extend far beyond one brand. Furthermore, adding to
the understanding on emotional contagion and to previous studies that show
how emotions impact customers and sellers (e.g., Dallimore et al., 2007), we
indicate how emotions spread from customer to customer.

With regard to the innovation management literature, this finding highlights
the importance of not only handling consumer complaints, but also more
carefully planning innovation portfolios. Our research confirms findings by,
for example, Chea and Luo (2008) and Chebat et al. (2005) that it is extremely
important for firms to show interest in online consumer complaints and rapidly
address problems that evoke negative emotions online. The extant research on
innovation portfolios emphasises platform synergy (Mathews 2011) and
balancing between incremental and radical innovations (Nagji and Tuff,
2012). However, our study indicates that, when considering innovation
portfolios, emotions evoked by the firm and its current products should be also
addressed.

Practical implications

To receive relevant consumer feedback and product improvement ideas,
understanding the dynamics of consumer online behaviour, especially
complaint behaviour, is essential for a company (Chea and Luo, 2008). Earlier
studies (e.g., Bickart and Schindler, 2001) have suggested that companies
should actively support the development of consumer online communities to
exchange information and develop relationships with consumers. Our study
suggests that those discussion forums need to be carefully monitored, since in
the discussions one angry or frustrated comment leads to another, and
typically the whole discussion becomes very negative, effectively preventing
constructive discussion on an innovation. As such, company intervention is
essential. Consumers typically require information and company
unresponsiveness fuels negative feelings. This is a challenge to companies; in
online discussions, answers need to be given quickly and, preferably, on the
same day.
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In addition, a simple response might not suffice. Customers who have
experienced failure and express a negative emotional response tend to expect
concrete compensation, not just an apology or explanation (Smith and Bolton,
2002). However, in the online context, it can be extremely difficult to identify
complainants to whom to offer compensation.

Limitations and suggestions for further research

There are several limitations in our study. First, although the study is based on
extensive data, we focused only on discussions concerning one product
category: heart-rate monitors. Second, we relied only on emotional expres-
sions put forward by consumers online when analysing changing consumer
emotions. Third, acknowledging difficulties in the measurement of emotions,
we mainly relied on the operationalisation of basic consumer emotions. The
results might have provided more detailed insight if we had also analysed
subcategories of the basic emotions. Fourth, the analysed discussions were
from forums maintained by the company, in which participants can express
emotions in different ways to participants in general discussion forums.

Our understanding on consumers’ emotions has just begun to increase and,
thus, there is plenty of space for future studies. More research is needed to
develop measures for emotions in the business context. Our understanding on
contagion of emotions in social encounters is scant and the effect of emotions
of purchasing behaviour remains largely unexplored.
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