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EXTENDED ABSTRATCT
A turn to consumer creativity is emerging (Prahalad and

Ramaswamy 2000). In the literature on consumer creativity, two
different streams of studies are located along a continuum anchored
by individualistic creativity (IC) on one end and contextualized
creativity (CC) on the other (Sawyer 2006). The first stream sees
consumer creativity as a largely isolated, individual process (Bagozzi
and Foxall 1996; Burroughs and Mick 2004; Dahl and Moreau
2007). The second stream sees consumer creativity as a
contextualized process, assuming that a community of individuals
collaborates towards a creative project (von Hippel 2005; Kozinets,
Hemetsberger, and Schau, 2008). Despite this difference, both
streams assume that creativity is an enjoyable, harmonious process
free from ideological conflicts.

We use Berman’s (1970, 1988) view of creativity as our
theoretical lens. For Berman, creativity is a community-based,
political-cultural process in which individuals engage in innovative
practices in their daily interactions with fellow community members
to achieve their ultimate life goals (e.g., self-actualization and self-
expression). For Berman, the process of consumer creativity is rich
in paradoxes, conflicts, ideological struggles, and political
implications concerning the distribution of authority, power, and
status in a consumer community and a society.

Specifically, at the individual level, individual members might
experience intrapersonal paradoxes (e.g., a member simultaneously
holds the values of individualism and collectivism). At the
community level, there might be conflicts among collaborating
members, ideological conflicts between collaborating subgroups of
a community, and conflicts between individual members and the
community as a whole (e.g., a consumer contributes an idea to his/
her community and this idea could be rejected by authoritative
community members as mediocre and/or inappropriate according
to certain criteria; this consumer might feel hurt and be motivated
to become an authoritative member or to challenge the criteria). At
the society level, there might be competition and ideological
conflicts between a consumer community and firms as well as
ideological conflicts between a consumer community and copyright
laws. These three levels of conflicts are intertwined with each other
and reflected in the process of consumer creativity. Drawing on
Berman’s view, we aim to contribute to the literature on consumer
creativity by empirically examining the creative process of individual
members within the dynamic free/open source software (FOSS)
community.

We seek to contextualize consumer creativity by considering
the conflicts inherent in the creative process. In doing so, we
consider the following questions: (1) How does an individual
consumer negotiate the self-expressive aspects of creativity in the
face of social judgment within his/her community and society? (2)
How do individual consumers interact with each other and with
firms to express their identities in the process of creating their
common products (e.g., an idea, an experience, or a solution)? (3)

What are the political and cultural implications of consumer
creativity?

Because the studied interactions, conflicts, and related politi-
cal and cultural implications are sensitive to situational contexts,
we adopt a netnography methodology (Kozinets 2002b). In particu-
lar, we seek a community context where members’ creative contri-
bution is central to the community. To this end, we choose the FOSS
community. In their daily creative activities, FOSS developers
(who are both producers and users of FOSS) generate rich ideologi-
cal discourses, which we examine through a netnographic method.

Data were collected from online archives of consumer
discourses of websites of Emacs (a FS project), Go-oo (an OSS
project), and OpenOffice (an OSS project), and blogs and online
papers and books of FOSS developers. We followed a data-driven
procedure to collect data. In particular, based on our integrative
analysis of the literature, we arrived at four characteristics of
creativity that guided our selection and analysis of discussion
threads: self-expressiveness (i.e., one engages in creative activities
to actualize and express one’s dynamic, multiple selves), social
judgment (i.e., an activity and its outcome need to be judged as
creative or not by relevant authoritative members in a community
or a society), process (i.e., creativity is an ongoing, dynamic process
in which an idea is generated, expressed, and socially judged), and
novelty (i.e., an idea should be judged by community members as
new, fresh, and original). So, we define consumer creativity as a
process of self-expression that consumers engage in to individually
and/or collectively generate something that is socially judged as
innovative and appropriate. Our data analysis and interpretation
follows a constant comparative method to seek patterns of meaning
and to formulate themes (Spiggle 1994).

Two themes emerge from our data. The first one is “Ideologies
and Authority Underlying Creativity.” In their creative process,
FOSS developers (who hold the ideology of community ownership)
engage in an ongoing ideological debate with proprietary software
firms (who hold the ideology of private ownership) leading to a
power struggle with certain authoritative community members as
some developers might not feel fulfilled, but rather, frustrated.
Paradoxically, FOSS developers strategically use the ideology of
private ownership to promote that of community ownership. The
second theme is “Idealism Blended with Rationalism.” By
strategically blending idealism and rationalism in their creative
process, FOSS developers construct their unique ideology—a
rationality-based, idealistic, individual freedom-oriented, evolving
creative anarchy, which enhances the legitimacy of their creative
process and product (i.e., FOSS) and reduces the legitimacy and
power of proprietary software firms (who extol their more rational
software development process) in the marketplace.

Our paper contributes to the literature on consumer creativity
by (1) considering the conflicts inherent in the creative process of
consumer communities, (2) revealing that consumers could
strategically use conflicting ideologies to fight against perceived
constraining dominant forces in the marketplace for freedom of
self-actualization and self-realization, and (3) illustrating that the
creative process in the context of consumer communities could be
full of conflicts (e.g., between individual members and their
communities, and between the consumer communities and some
dominant firms and copyright laws).
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