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INTRODUCTION

As a result of the new possibilities offered by
Internet managers are increasing options provided
by the new technologies in strategic planning. The
virtual community has become one of the more
interesting options.

The general aim of this article is to explain
the concept of virtual community, paying special
attention to the most important strategies and
management suggestions. Firstly, we will analyze
the concept of community from a sociological
viewpoint. We then define a virtual community
and what causes an individual to belong to one.
Secondly, we will show the main strategic implica-
tions of the development of virtual communities.
Next we will detail a series of recommendations
for the proper management of virtual communi-
ties. The two final sections present the future
trends of research and the main conclusions of
the article.

BACKGROUND

From a sociological perspective, Mufiiz and
O’Guinn (2001) consider that a community may
be defined as having three principal elements:

*  Consciousness of Kind: This refers to the
feeling that binds every individual to the
other community members and the com-
munity brand (e.g.,admiration for Elvis Pre-
sley, or the passion for owning and driving
a Volkswagen Beetle). It is determined by
two factors: (1) legitimization, the process
of establishing a difference between true
and false members, that is, those who have
opportunist behaviors and those who do
not; and (2) opposition to other brands. In
fact, identification with the rest of the group
is mainly based on opposition; in other
words, brand community is usually defined
in comparison with another brand (e.g., the
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rivalry between fans of The Beatles and The
Rolling Stones).

e Rituals and Traditions: These are processes
carried out by community members which
help to reproduce and transmit the com-
munity meaning in and out of the commu-
nity. Members relate to each other with the
memory of major events in the history of
the brand and certain behaviors. All these
processes help toreinforce brand conscious-
ness and improve instruction on communal
values.

*  Senseof Moral Responsibility: Thisreflects
the feelings which create moral commitment
among community members. A sense of
moral responsibility encourages conjoint
behaviors and enables stronger group co-
hesion. As a result of moral responsibility,
there are two types of fundamental actions:
(1) integration and retention of members,
which guarantees the community survival
(e.g., by spreading bad experiences suffered
by those individuals who chose a different
brand); and (2) support in the correct use
of the brand (e.g., by sharing resources and
information about product properties).

Thanksto the Internet, social relationships can
be developedinanew environment. Thus appears
the idea of virtual community. The first virtual
community was created in the seventies, specifi-
cally with the Talkomatic software, designed by
Doug Brown of the University of Illinois in the
autumn of 1973. However, it was not until the
nineties that there was an exponential growth of
this type of organization.

Several authors offer definitions of virtual
community. Cothrel (1999) defines it as a group
of individuals which uses computer networks as
a form of primary interaction. Kardaras, Kara-
kostas, and Papathanassiou (2003) consider it to
be a group of individuals who communicate by
electronic means such as the Internet, who share
interests, without needing to be in the same

place, or having physical contact, or belonging
to a particular ethnic group. More specifically,
the concept of virtual community is defined by
Rheingold (1993) as a “social aggregation origi-
nated in the Internet when people discuss in this
communication channel.” Similarly, Yap (2002)
explains that a virtual community is a social
group originated in the Internet with certain be-
liefs, social forms (language, etc.), and traits that
creates an emergent culture among its members.
With a greater degree of complexity, Muiiiz and
Schau (2005) point out that a common aspect of
virtual communities might be the potential for
transcendent and magic-religious experiences.
Finally, Preece (2000) states that a virtual com-
munity is formed by people:

* with a wish for interaction among them in
order to satisfy their needs,

» that share a particular interest which is the
reason for the community,

* with certain norms that guide the relation-
ships, and

*  with computer systems that favor interaction
and cohesion among the members.

THE MANAGEMENT OF VIRTUAL
COMMUNITIES

Strategic Issues Related to Virtual
Communities

The exploitation of virtual communities may be
implemented by means of two different market-
ing strategies: offering support or becoming a
member of the group.

Strategy 1:
Offering Support to the Community

This strategy supposes that a company manages
the platform on which the community exchanges
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