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SESSION OVERVIEW
The dissemination of communication technologies and, in par-

ticular, the transformations brought up with a social Web, confirm 
that our consumer culture has become deeply intertwined with an 
information economy. In this context, generating massive amounts 
of content, participating, sharing, and collaborating are some key 
practices daily enacted by a large number of networked individuals. 
Observing these changes and the new patterns of interaction among 
individuals, and between communally embedded individuals and 
companies, scholars in different fields have proposed new frame-
works to understand the relationships and activities developed in this 
participatory, networked environment.

While an existing body of literature has problematized the rela-
tionships between marketers and communities (Kozinets 2001; Mu-
niz and O’Guinn 2001; Schouten and McAlexander 1995), consumer 
researchers are only beginning to explore the dynamics between con-
sumers and marketers who collaborate using the new social media. 
In this “many-to-many” model of communication, individuals who 
merely received content now become involved, frequently assuming 
a central role in the production and dissemination of value (Jenkins 
2006). These new dynamics of collaboration in participatory cultures 
have blurred the boundaries between consumers and producers of 
entertainment and media content (Schau and Russell 2004), brand 
communications (Kozinets, de Valck, Wojnicki, and Wilner 2010), 
brand meaning (Muniz and Schau 2007), and overall value (Schau, 
Muniz, and Arnould 2009; Cova, Kozinets, and Shankar 2007). As 
Jenkins (2006, 3) observes, “rather than talking about [media] pro-
ducers and consumers as occupying separate roles, we might now see 
them as participants who interact with each other according to a new 
set of rules that none of us fully understand.” 

While acknowledging that participants may have different de-
grees of status and influence, participatory cultures have been cel-
ebrated as avenues for consumer empowerment (Jenkins 2006). Les-
sig (2008, 111), for example, observes that, “in a culture in which it 
[participation] is common, its citizens develop a kind of knowledge 
that empowers as much as it informs or entertains.” It is important 
to note, however, that in this collective, many-to-many approach, as-
pects other than creativity and agency have been moved unstable. As 
observed by Lauwaert (2009, 9), in participatory developments “not 
only money is fed back into the circuit of capital that moves from 

production to commodity to consumption and back to production, 
but also the voluntary, unpaid labor of devoted fans.” 

These reflections resonate with a recent stream of research on 
marketing, consumer culture, and related fields that explore the pos-
sibilities, outcomes, and implications for consumers of a co-creation 
economy. The exploitation of consumer (or fan) labour evoked by 
Lauwaert (2009) has been analytically developed by consumer re-
searchers (Cova and Dalli 2009; Bonsu and Darmody 2008; Zwick, 
Bonsu, and Darmody 2008) and scholars in other disciplines (Foster 
2009; Arvidsson 2008, 2005; Lazzarato 1996). Consumer culture 
scholars have also explored the infinitely co-creative potentialities 
of consumers and the benefits they extract from their creative acts 
(Schau et al. 2009; Kozinets, Hemetsberger, and Schau 2008; Kozi-
nets 2001; McAlexander, Schoutern, and Koening 2002).

Building on the scholarly work described above, and observing 
current developments in consumer culture, this session focuses on 
the phenomenon of value (co)creation by consumers. Our studies, 
and the discussion we hope to generate during the session, represent 
an attempt at understanding how the shifting relations between con-
sumers and marketers have been transformed by the current focus 
on more public, more community-based, more socially networked, 
more collective forms of interaction. Assembling connections be-
tween media studies and consumer research, and emphasizing a cul-
tural/anthropological approach, this session will offer a refreshing 
perspective on the topic of collaborative value creation, which has 
been of interest to consumer researchers for a long time (Kozinets 
1999; Schouten and McAlexander 1995; McCracken 1989).  

The presentations included in this session will focus on the 
value creating practices of consumers involved in generating content 
for social media, and the online interactions of consumers as they ac-
quire knowledge and skills to negotiate the allocation of collectively 
created value. In all cases, the authors have collected data, devel-
oped analyses of their datasets, and crafted preliminary manuscripts 
to report their findings. This session is aimed at provoking lively 
discussion among participants that will contribute to the refinement 
and further development of the papers included here, and of other 
scholarly research on the topic. With that in mind, presentations will 
be kept shorter than 20 minutes, leaving enough time for discussion 
and questions from the audience. The session will be mediated by 
colleague Hope J. Schau, a scholar renowned for her work on con-
sumer culture, brand communities, new media, and value creation 
in the marketplace. Likely participants in this session are colleagues 
interested in marketer-consumer collaboration, value creation, social 
media, consumption communities, and internet-based research.

“You Guys Have Been Along Long Enough To Know”: 
The Collective Development of Consumer Co-Creation

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Although his meaning transfer model has been widely critiqued 

for its static qualities, McCracken’s (1989) descriptions of culture-in-
action leave no doubt as to the infinitely co-creative potentialities of 
consumers and their communities. Schouten and McAlexander (1995) 
recognized the creative activity of consumer “subcultures” and their 
importance to the marketing function of contemporary business. Kozi-
nets (1996) described and argued for the importance of the intensely 
productive and communal activities emerging online, and explicitly 
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theorized the marketing implications of the “creative activity” of on-
line communities and its influence on word-of-mouth and promotions 
(Kozinets 1999). 

Almost a decade later, Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004, 5) pro-
claimed that “[c]onsumers now seek to exercise their influence in 
every part of the business system. Armed with new tools and dissat-
isfied with available choices, consumers want to interact with firms 
and thereby co-create value.” This proposition that the consumer has 
become a desirable co-creator of value is also central to another wide-
ly-lauded contribution, the service-dominant logic approach/brand 
proposed by Vargo and Lusch (2004). 

These reflections have initiated a stream of research on consumer 
culture, marketing, and related fields that explore the possibilities, out-
comes, and implications of a co-creation between businesses and com-
munally-situated consumers. Within this literature, two oppositional 
perspectives emerged. First, a critical perspective conceptualizes co-
creation and the new business practices proposed by its advocates as 
a reconfiguration of marketers’ exploitation and control of consumers. 
From this standpoint, “the co-creation economy is about experiment-
ing with new possibilities for value creation that are based on the ex-
propriation of free cultural, technological, social, and affective labor 
of the consumer masses.”(Zwick, Bonsu, and Darmody 2008, 166). 
Similarly, it has been proposed that when marketers foster experimen-
tation, creativity, and interaction among consumers, they are merely 
investing in elements that will result in the alienation of consumers 
and the expropriation of their free labour by the company (Arvidsson 
2005; Foster 2009). A more positive view of the phenomenon points 
to the (mostly non-economic) rewards and benefits available for con-
sumers who engage in co-creation processes. Scholars subscribing to 
this perspective understand co-creation as an agentic and expressive 
act, not a deterministic response (Etgar 2008). They have investigated, 
for example, the personal and social benefits obtained by consumers 
who engage in value-creation within brand communities (Kozinets 
2001, 2007; Kozinets, Hemetsberger, and Schau 2008; McAlexander, 
Schoutern, and Koening 2002; Schau et al. 2009) and the psychologi-
cal implications of consumer participation in co-creation (Bendapudi 
and Leone 2003).

What is lacking, from both perspectives, is a consumer-centric 
understanding of what community members themselves think about 
the allocation of value when participating in co-creation projects with 
companies. Inspired by cognitive studies of consumer knowledge de-
velopment (Ahluwalia and Burnkrant 2004; Campbell and Kirmani 
2000; Friestad and Wright 1994, 1995), culturally situated investiga-
tions of consumer attitudes toward corporations (Giesler 2008, Arsel 
and Thompson 2004, Kozinets 2002), consumer thinking about their 
rights and responsibilities (Henry 2010), and on the development of 
“moral economies” in fan communities (Jenkins, Ford, and Green, 
forthcoming), we investigate the collective development of co-cre-
ation expertise by consumers who congregate using social media. By 
looking at how consumers develop co-creation expertise and build a 
repertory of strategies to negotiate co-created value with marketers we 
hope to advance our understanding of how marketers and consumers 
should share economic and non-economic benefits of co-creation.

To be clear, our focus is not on the development of co-creation 
knowledge at the individual level, nor at the widely shared, cultural 
level. Rather, we argue that an intermediary level of co-creation intelli-
gence development can be identified in collectives that evolve around 
conversations in social media. Social media have increased consum-
ers’ ability to share, cooperate with one another, and engage in col-
lective action with very little interference from companies. Therefore, 
the opportunities available for consumers to learn about collaborating 
with marketers have also multiplied. In order to explore this new en-

vironment for understanding consumers’ perspectives on co-creation, 
we conducted a qualitative study of the geocaching community.   

Geocaching is a “global treasure-hunt” for enthusiasts who com-
bine online communities and GPS technologies to play hide-and-seek 
with various “caches” in locations around the world. Geocaching was 
initiated in 2000 by a group of GPS enthusiasts and soon grew into a 
hobby practiced by an estimated 2 million people. From its inception, 
geocaching has motivated heavy reliance on collaboration and sharing 
to the refinement, development, and maintenance of the game. Cur-
rently, geocaching is a fascinating hybrid of interwoven commercial 
and gift economies. The main website concentrating information es-
sential to the game is a commercial enterprise to which hundreds of 
volunteer players willingly contribute, and thousands of others sub-
scribe (at an optional paid membership). Several open-source devel-
opments unfold within this website and in peripheral non-commercial 
websites. Geocaching is a consumer community context in which we 
can study the lived complexity of the commercial intertwining with 
the communal, and where collaboration between consumers and com-
panies can be traced beyond the creative stage, in multiple online sites. 

As suggested in Kozinets (2010), we combined netnography 
with traditional, in-person ethnographic techniques to investigate the 
online and offline activities of individuals who play geocaching. The 
dataset used in this paper focuses on the online aspects of the activity, 
and includes hundreds of pages of online data representing geocach-
ers’ interactions on different social media (e.g. online forums, blogs, 
Twitter) which were collected over a three-year period of participant 
observation online. 

Preliminary results suggest that in observing, posing questions, 
sharing stories, and discussing critical episodes online, community 
members learn to differentiate between three types of co-creation proj-
ects, each of which is accompanied by a specific frame for economic 
and non-economic value negotiation: volunteer +community projects; 
company+community projects; and volunteer +company projects. 
Consumers draw from community-specific values and broader, exter-
nal logics (e.g. work/play, market logics, web 2.0 culture) to determine 
adequate frames to each type of collaboration. Observing that consum-
ers collectively gauge their expectations and demands in relation to 
value that is created in different collaboration modes, our study com-
plements current understandings of consumers as co-creators of value.

Value-Creation in Brand-Related 
User-Generated Content on YouTube 

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
The production of online, brand-related, user-generated content 

(UGC), is one way consumers can potentially co-create value.  UGC 
is published content that demonstrates a degree of creative effort, 
which may draw on marketers’ offerings, and is “created outside 
of professional routines and practices” (OECD 2007; Kaplan and 
Haenlein 2010, 61).  It takes on many forms, including product re-
views, social network site posts, blogs, advertisements, and contri-
butions to collaborative projects.  It may be created independently 
by online users, or facilitated or sponsored by firms (Berthon, Pitt 
& Campbell 2008; Christodoulides 2009).  While research on the 
benefits or perils of brand-related UGC is nascent (Burmann 2010), 
some scholars have investigated the value that specific forms of on-
line UGC might create for firms.  For example, Chevalier and May-
zlin (2006) find that increases in positively valenced user reviews 
on Amazon.com and Barnesandnoble.com predicts increases in book 
sales, and that extremely negative reviews have a greater impact on 
sales than do extremely positive ones.   Studying forums hosted on 
company websites, Chiou and Cheng (2003) find that favourableness 


