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ABSTRACT
Our netnographic study of an open-source marketing commu-

nity investigates collective practices of authentication. We find that 
the community embraces emerging contradictions—open closed-
ness, professional amateurs, market logic of doing good, and a face-
ful mass—instead of solving them and thus constantly fuels collec-
tive authentication practices. Our study extends existing findings on 
authenticity in three ways: We see a high potential in the dynamic 
perspective of authenticity paradoxes, find additional paradoxes rel-
evant to the marketing context, and point out the relevance of the 
individual, even against the backdrop of collective authentication.

INTRODUCTION
How come a collective that initially formed around a communal 

resentment to market hegemony is now so well integrated in the mar-
ket that it becomes an award-winning brand? This is what happened 
to the online open-source community around Mozilla Firefox at the 
biggest computer fair in Germany in 2011, when they were elected 
brand of the year for their successful introduction of the Firefox 
brand (“Mozilla Awards” 2011).

In their beginnings, many consumer-producer communities fol-
lowed a grassroots effort, distancing themselves from the profit motive, 
and, by thriving on values of openness and transparency, they were able 
to blur the boundaries between internal and external realities, granting 
consumers “the authority to walk backstage” (Holt 2002, 86). In do-
ing so, they have been perceived and recognized as authentic, valuable 
cultural resources that were able to compensate for the perceived loss 
of a personalized self in mass society. Some well-established consumer-
producer communities have given up parts of their anti-conformist and 
resistant aura and turned to gradual professionalization in favor of a 
more mainstream logic of market success. They have turned into “com-
mercially viable” (Fitzgerald 2006, 587), entrepreneurial (Hemetsberg-
er 2006, 2008) organizations and are so displaying characteristics of 
commercialization; factors which have been associated with a gradual 
loss of authenticity (Alexander 2009; Arsel and Thompson 2011; Baron 
2004; Beverland 2005, 2006; Carroll and Swaminathan 2000; Holt 
2002; Kozinets 2002a; Thompson and Arsel 2004).

A collision of two contradictory notions very often initiates a 
vast number of discussions displaying polarized either/or viewpoints 
(Lewis 2000). Likewise, researchers are raising concerns about the 
seeming commercialization of non-profit organizations, regarding it 
to be against a non-profit organization’s nature to rely on commercial 
revenues (Child 2010). 

This study wants to understand how entrepreneurial consumer-
producer communities, which are similarly challenged by contradic-
tory discourse, aim to balance the need to adapt to market conven-
tions and, simultaneously, keep up their authenticity. In other words, 
this study aims to understand authentication practices of a collective. 
In the theory part, we aim to conceptualize the need for understand-
ing collective authentication, drawing on authenticity and organiza-
tion theory literature. Next, we present our specific research subject, 
the Mozilla marketing community, and provide details on our empiri-
cal study. We find four major contradictions arising from the commu-
nity discourse that are enabling authentication—open closed-ness, 
professional amateurs, market logic of doing good, and a face-ful 
mass—and describe how the contradictions are fueling discourse 
and, simultaneously, authentication processes. 

THEORY

Views on Authenticity
Authenticity has been discussed in various disciplines, grounding 

its relevance in the world’s growing superficiality (Boyle 2004; Gilm-
ore and Pine 2007; Grayson 2002; Leigh, Peters, and Shelton 2006). 
In conceptualizing authenticity, we identify three major viewpoints 
across disciplines; objective, constructivist, and existential views on 
authenticity (Wang 1999, Leigh et al. 2006, Alexander 2009).

According to an objective viewpoint, authenticity can be pinned 
down to absolute, objective criteria, leading to a definition of authen-
ticity that is closest to genuineness and originality. While Grayson and 
Martinec’s (2004) indexical authenticity can be compared to objective 
authenticity, the authors define an additional type, iconic authenticity, 
which denotes an authentic reproduction and is judged according to 
its similarity to something that is indexically authentic. Grayson and 
Martinec (2004) do not regard these two kinds of authenticity to be 
exclusive either and support the idea that authenticity is not inherent 
to an object, but rather a socially or individually constructed judg-
ment. Rose and Wood (2005) further develop the constructivist un-
derstanding of authenticity by studying how the perception of reality 
television programming is negotiated. In line with Kozinets (2001) or 
Peñaloza (2001), Rose and Wood (2005) argue that―in postmodern 
times―consumers are blurring the boundaries between fiction and 
reality and so create their own “hyperreality” (Baudrillard 1983) in 
which they perceive a kind of “hyperauthenticity.” Similar to Cohen 
(1988) and Arnould and Price (2000), Rose and Wood (2005) find 
that an “experience is not objectively real but rather endowed with 
authenticity by the individual” (295). Beverland’s (2009) studies on 
brand authenticity follow a similar notion; however, he takes on a 
more management-oriented perspective when he suggests authentic-
ity attributes (Beverland 2005, 2006) or habits of iconic brands (Bev-
erland 2009) to contribute to authenticity claims.

Existential authenticity is deeply grounded in existential phi-
losophy, with Kierkegaard, Sartre, and Heidegger among the repre-
sentatives (Golomb 1995). In this tradition, authenticity takes a cen-
tral role and describes the existential condition of being, in which an 
individual is “true to oneself, and acts as a counterdose to the loss 
of ‘true self’ in public roles and public spheres in modern Western 
society” (Berger 1973, as cited in Wang 1999, 359). The focus on 
the authentic self has been adapted in various other fields; manage-
ment literature is vastly discussing the concept of the authentic leader 
(e.g., Special Issue of The Leadership Quarterly, 16, 2005) and tour-
ism literature has recognized the potential of existential authenticity 
in tourism experiences (Wang 1999; Steiner and Reisinger 2006).

Although interested in self authentication, community research 
takes a quite different stance towards the self which is not existen-
tialist but rather (social) constructivist. Subculture and community 
research identified means to authenticate the self within a collective 
(Arnould and Price 2000; Beverland, Farrelly, and Quester 2010; 
Widdicombe and Wooffitt 1990). Wang (1999) and Arnould and Price 
(2000) find as well individual and collective factors that influence the 
authentic self as a member of a group. Wang (1999) distinguishes 
between intra-personal authenticity, involving individual physical 
and psychological concerns, and inter-personal authenticity, which 
can only be reached in a social context and having relationships with 
others. Similarly, Taylor (1991) locates authenticity as part of a dia-



554 / Collective Authentication

log between the individual and others of significance. Arnould and 
Price (2000) find self-authenticating acts, “self-referential behaviors 
actors feel reveal or produce the ‘true’ self” (138), and authoritative 
performances, “collective displays aimed at inventing or refashion-
ing cultural traditions” (Arnould and Price 2000, 140) that situate the 
self within society.

These three literature streams leave us with diverging view-
points and insights into various idiosyncratic research contexts, and 
the conclusion that authenticity can either be judged on objective/
existential grounds, or is rather co-constructed based on a specific 
frame of reference. Whereas the objective view emphasizes genu-
ineness and originality, the authentic self is either self-referential/
existentialist, or other-referential, becoming an authentic group 
member through authoritative performances. An other-referential 
view implies that authenticity is not a question of being true to self 
for all time, but rather of being true to self-in-context or true to self-
in-relationship (Erickson 1995), emphasizing the impossibility to be 
authentic but rather act authentically. Authenticity, then, is a tran-
sient concept, changing its system of reference across different situ-
ations, relationships, times, and places. Even historical objects can 
only be judged as authentic from the perspective of their origins; 
their use/display in museums is not authentic but rather constructed 
as appropriately authentic in a contemporary setting. For collectives 
representing social entities, their existence is inherently based on so-
cial institutionalization. As such, they are void of any essentialist 
character. The postmodern challenge of authenticity for collectives 
is that of many different possible authenticities that are contextually 
co-constructed. 

But how do collectives cope with multiple possible authentici-
ties? How can they authenticate their existence, not only vis-à-vis 
their members but also the “the outer world”? Authenticity litera-
ture offers insights into the role of the community as a means to 
authenticate the self; the authenticating collective remains an under-
researched domain. 

Authenticating Collectives
Some references to a collective form of authenticity are made 

in organizational theory. Authors like Carroll and Wheaton (2009), 
who take on an internal identity perspective, focus on the question of 
how authenticity can be effectively projected to an audience. Carroll 
and Wheaton do not regard authenticity construction as a collective 
endeavor but as features that are deeply grounded in the organiza-
tion’s identity. Similar to literature on authenticity, the authors back 
out of the perspective of the organization as an authenticating collec-
tive, and present authenticity as a bundle of characteristics, such as 
sincerity and “being true to one’s self” and one’s craft. Yet, the au-
thors introduce an interesting perspective on authenticity as related 
to organizational identity.

Harrison and Corley (2011) offer a practice-oriented and more 
open attitude towards authenticity, when they employ an open-sys-
tems perspective. They define authenticity as a balancing act be-
tween practices of cultural infusing, importing and translating cultur-
al material, and cultural seeding, exporting cultural material. In their 
model of cultural cultivation, the authors lay grounds for a circular 
view of organizational authentication. A circular view emphasizes 
the necessity to not just seed and propagate organizational ethos and 
style but simultaneously bring in new members, new knowledge, 
and ways of doing, thus keeping organizational structures flexible 
and open. Harrison and Corley’s (2011) notion of authenticity as 
constructed through cultural cultivation explicitly integrates exter-
nal parties as co-constructors of the organization. Through parallel 
processes of infusing and seeding, the authors claim, organizations 

can solve the authenticity paradox of being unique as an organiza-
tion and similar to interested external parties at the same time (Lewis 
2000), thereby solving issues of authenticity with members, custom-
ers, and a larger social audience (Carroll and Swaminathan 2000). 
Similar to Harrison and Corley (2011), Driver (2006) argues that 
being connected is part of an authentic, relational organizational 
self-definition. Hence, collective authentication means connecting 
various actors and claims. By doing that, Driver (2006) and Liedtka 
(2008) argue, authentication also takes on a moral quality, exposing 
organizational action to public scrutiny. 

In accordance with Driver (2006), Liedtka (2008), Harrison 
and Corley (2011), and other (social) constructivist approaches in 
authenticity literature (Beverland 2005; Leigh et al. 2006; Peterson 
1997, 2002), we assume that authenticity is the result of an interplay 
between various actors and therefore, a dynamic process of authenti-
cation that resolves the paradox of multiple authenticity claims. We 
will focus on processes of authentication, thereby contributing to an 
understanding of the practices employed by actors involved in the 
authentication of a collective.

METHODOLOGY
Our investigation into collective authentication processes is 

based on the information-rich case of the Mozilla Foundation and 
Corporation. The Mozilla online marketing community is especially 
interesting, because it is the first one of its kind trying to combine 
all the contradictory assumptions of the open-source movement 
and marketing practice. In 2007, popular media was talking about 
the Mozilla paradox, praising Mozilla’s successful way of operat-
ing (Freedman 2007). However, changes such as increasing market 
share and growing professionalization were perceived as a challenge 
for Mozilla’s core values, thus endangering its claims of authentic-
ity. The marketing community was identified as a kind of bottleneck 
where open-source collides with a business logic, and presumably 
leads to appropriation by the capitalist market system. The Mozilla 
Corporation is critically aware of these perils and therefore offers 
rich data on collective authentication discourses.

Our netnographic study (Kozinets 2002b, 2010) focuses on 
Mozilla’s marketing community, taking into account data collected 
from the Mozilla mailing lists (the marketing and the community 
Drumbeat mailing list), respective Mozilla Wiki pages, 13 blogs, 
and eight interviews with key engagement staff and marketing vol-
unteers. Before entering the online field, we tried to get to know 
more about how Mozilla is organized on- and offline. We, therefore, 
researched the web presence of Mozilla, tried to learn more about 
Mozilla’s history and projects, and became familiar with the open-
source phenomenon. We got into contact with local Mozillians (a 
common denomination of Mozilla community members) and attend-
ed two community meetings in Munich. We then entered the field 
by gathering data from the official Mozilla marketing mailing list. 
We selected posts for coding according to their relevance and the at-
tention they attracted among community members (Kozinets 2010). 
The mailing lists and other central information websites helped us to 
identify key and most active participants within the field. Based on 
this observation, we gathered data from 13 blogs dealing with issues 
germane to our study—with a focus on blogs written by employees 
of the Mozilla Corporation or Foundation. Blogs hosted by well-
known employees proved to be most relevant, as they were well fre-
quented and most interactive. In many cases they served as informa-
tion source for voluntary contributors, because staff reported on their 
projects and published professional or personal thoughts. In those 
first steps, we took a purely observational position (Kozinets 2006) 
and when necessary, checked the Mozilla Wiki for background in-
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formation. The online observation covers a period of about one year, 
from August 2010 to August 2011—a time when tremendous chang-
es, such as the hiring of a large number of new employees, were 
taking place within the Mozilla community. In order to complement 
the online data, we conducted four in-depth interviews with core en-
gagement employees from different positions in the marketing field, 
one in-depth interview with a SUMO (Support Mozilla) employee, 
and three in-depth interviews with active volunteers selected accord-
ing to their active participation on the marketing mailing list.

The transcript of more than eight hours of interview footage, 
the downloaded online material, and memos written during the data 
gathering and initial coding stages, were abstracted and coded ac-
cording to grounded theory (Goulding 2002; Strauss and Corbin 
1998) and constant comparative method (Charmaz 2006) by using 
open-source software for qualitative data analysis (TAMS analyzer). 
Most often, Mozillians referred to their mission and core values, to-
wards the Mozillian way of doing things, and how to develop and 
safeguard it. We were able to gain a deeper understanding of the 
Mozilla community through the first author’s attendance at a ma-
jor European community meeting, MozCamp Europe 2011. This al-
lowed her to meet some interview partners and bloggers face-to-face 
and engage in enlightening discussions with them. 

FINDINGS
Our analytical journey from first categorization to an advanced 

understanding of Mozilla discourse around authenticity issues cul-
minated in four fundamental contradictions—open closed-ness; 
professional amateurs; market logic of doing good, and a face-ful 
mass. These contradictory notions are not there to be resolved but 
are fueling discourse and initiate collective authentication processes. 
Figure 1 gives an overview of the various contradictions and respec-
tive authentication processes identified.

Figure 1: Collective Authentication Processes and 
Contradictions.

Open Closed-ness
The Mozilla marketing community translates its demands 

for openness and transparency, rooted in their open-source coding 
background, directly into the field of marketing. By doing so, they 
are often reaching the limitations of traditional marketing theories’ 
assumptions of closed/internal development of marketing tactics. 
When openness and transparency is one of the key values, the sur-
prise factor of a campaign launch can easily get lost. Pitt et al. (2006) 
refer to these opposing dimensions of brands, but predict that with 
rising demands of authentic brands traditionally closed brands will 
have to move along the continuum toward openness. Two authenti-
cation processes emerge from this contradiction and simultaneously 
expand the closed branding approach; giving reasons and intentions 
and revealing the hidden agenda.

Complete transparency within a community is difficult to ac-
complish, as communication among a large group of people in-
creases complexity—even more so, if it is globally distributed as 
in the case of Mozilla. Despite a variety of communication tools 
available, information exclusivity is not unusual and can have dif-
ferent sources; though some information might be available, it does 
not necessarily mean that everyone receives it. Communication at 
Mozilla takes place on two levels. The first level conveys straightfor-
ward, informative content about what is done at Mozilla with regard 
to marketing efforts. The second level, which can be regarded as 
a kind of meta-level, serves to process this sober information con-
tent in a more subtle way and involves giving reasons and intentions 
and, sometimes, revealing the hidden agenda. Communication on 
this meta-level becomes essential when the marketing volunteers are 
not sufficiently integrated in a specific project, and thus, this kind of 
closed-ness needs to be balanced. The following passage taken from 
the Mozilla Wiki, illustrates best, how projects are presented to the 
whole community.

“Purpose

• Build on (and grow) brand affinity for Firefox: help people 
understand that we’re about something bigger than just a 
browser.

• Grow a bigger base to back 50k Mozillians who donate 
time: millions of supporters backing our community.

• Raise funds for grants and programs like Mozilla Drum-
beat that create new tools and drive innovation.

Anti-purpose

• Join Mozilla is NOT a replacement for our existing con-
tributor community 

• We already have programs to support Firefox and 
Thunderbird contributors, and plan to grow and im-
prove them throughout 2011 

• We also have programs like Mozilla Drumbeat aimed 
at getting new kinds of contributors and projects into 
Mozilla…” 

(“Join Mozilla” from the Mozilla Wiki)

The information provided by the initiators of this project, called 
“Join Mozilla,” goes far beyond the key data that would usually be 
communicated to relevant stakeholders. Outlining the purpose, and 
even the anti-purpose, of the project, helps voluntary contributors 
to better understand why it is necessary to pursue this project—its 
existence becomes legitimated within a wider community and will-
ingness to support it might rise. 

Whenever the community still does not feel sufficiently enlight-
ened and says so, it is critical that staff reacts, further explains the 
project, and reveals its hidden agenda. This goes even as far as lay-
ing marketing strategies completely bare. An extract from a discus-
sion on one of the employee’s blogs shows how such a hidden agen-
da might look like. This discussion was about whether a donator, 
without having contributed, should be able to become a Mozillian.

“All the best practices show that you need to give people a 
small and easy way to get involved first, and then slowly to help 
the most motivated amongst them dig into deeper contribution.
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So, that’s the thinking behind the $5 — based on what we’ve 
seen in other big nonprofits that use volunteers.” (staff member, 
posted to his/her blog, January 6, 2011)

In this case, the employee reveals the hidden agenda by publicly 
stating online that the thought behind this idea was to drag more 
contributors into the project.

On other occasions, closed-ness is even created purposefully; 
when contributors need to sign up for project groups. This is how a 
voluntary contributor describes this situation:

“They have had you sign up for the launch campaigns. I have 
been too busy to sign up for those and those were purposely 
done secretly, so that... so anyone could be involved in the 
launch, but all the plans were happening close, so that it would 
be a surprise to people who weren’t involved.” (voluntary con-
tributor, interview, June 23, 2011)

On the one hand, this quotation shows how easily community 
members feel excluded from the project, but on the other hand, the 
person is still aware of what is going on. Mozillians do not leave 
anyone in the dark. Though the contributor is not very happy about 
being excluded, he or she shows understanding. Within this exclu-
sive group, however, unrestricted and targeted communication is 
possible. Interestingly, fully embracing the contradiction of open 
closed-ness, which means full information on demand but avoidance 
of complexity (Hemetsberger and Reinhardt 2009), leads to the high-
est level of transparency.

Professional amateurs
The contradiction of the professional amateurs derives from the 

heterogeneity within the marketing community consisting of both 
paid staff und voluntary contributors with different backgrounds and 
knowledge in marketing. Though this category might be reminiscent 
of what Beverland (2009, 63) refers to, when he writes about “ap-
pearing as artisanal amateurs,” it is distinctive in several ways. It 
neither involves the element of “appearance” implying a kind of con-
ceit, nor is it about downplaying their professionalism. 

The question which arises in the context of Mozilla is who 
is the amateur and who the professional. Is it the fully trained and 
experienced marketer or is it the dedicatedly involved community 
member? Three processes transcending this contradiction of profes-
sional amateurs could be identified; jointly reflecting, relativizing 
their roles, and educating.

There are instances when the whole community is jointly re-
flecting on what Mozilla is and does, making concessions, relativ-
izing their roles, and consequently embracing their disparities. The 
discussion forum but also blogs are vital sources for such discourses. 
Here an example where one of the basic qualities of Mozilla―open-
ness―is revisited. 

“Working open is a means to an end. As [Ben] pointed out, the 
key question is not whether every itty bitty piece of communi-
cation or decision-making should be “open” or “closed.” The 
key question is: How does working in the open enable useful 
participation? How does it help us be more agile? How does it 
produce visible progress and momentum? How does it help us 
do good?” (staff member, posted to his/her blog, April 6, 2011)

Here, voluntary contributors and employees are reflecting on 
what working in the open means. By referring to another person and 
raising questions, the author of this passage suggests that there is a 

discussion on this central issue and that he would love others to join 
in on this discussion. 

While marketing staff emphasizes that they are first and fore-
most community members, the distinct roles of staff and voluntary 
contributors become evident nevertheless. However, staff members 
are trying to work against such boundaries by giving each communi-
ty member a voice and listening to these voices. Staff regularly asks 
the community for their feedback and so lessen power discrepan-
cies. While staff might have a better knowledge about how market-
ing should look in theory, voluntary members are the acknowledged 
experts when it comes to localizing them. Voluntary contributors are 
explicitly consulted when it comes to local decisions; accordingly, 
their expert statuses are relativized. An interview partner, a Mozilla 
staff, put it best when he or she said that the voluntary contributors 
were their “checks and balances” (interview, June 16, 2011). 

In another attempt, staff offers marketing tools to the whole 
community—educating them in doing marketing, enhancing their 
understanding of actions, and so helping them to digest marketing 
efforts. By doing so, they reduce knowledge differences and, at the 
same time, teach the community to spread Mozilla’s message in a 
desirable way. One of the best examples for this is the Firefox Brand 
Toolkit, which, developed by marketing staff, should help the com-
munity to tell the Mozilla story as consistently as possible. By ex-
plaining theoretical marketing concepts, as shown in the following 
verbatim, professionalization of volunteer contribution is supported, 
too. 

“I’ve been asking myself recently: what does effective social 
marketing look like in the internet era? How could it improve 
internet literacy? The core of social marketing is extremely sim-
ple messaging that makes people care about seemingly hard to 
grok concepts. It’s difficult to imagine millions of people get-
ting excited about ‘how to read a URL’ — but this is what so-
cial marketing is about.” (staff member, posted to his/her blog, 
April 14, 2011)

Straightforwardly, this staff member explains the concept of 
“social marketing” in an easy language. The practice of asking for 
feedback and these processes of educating approve to the meta-
phor of infusing and seeding raised by Harrison and Corley (2011) 
and are signs for openness. The passage also implies that Mozilla 
staff does not aim to downplay or even hide its professional atti-
tude towards marketing. Though the community is also striving for 
professionalism, their actions are still done in an amateurish style; 
especially local marketing efforts, aimed at spreading Mozilla’s mis-
sion and gaining new community members, are organized by the 
local community, without following strict marketing rules. Neither 
are amateurs trying to mimic professionalism, nor are professionals 
mimicking amateurish action; Mozillians rather pursue both styles, 
depending on who is talking and who they are talking to. In order not 
to resolve this contradiction, it is crucial for Mozilla to keep up this 
element of amateurship which helps them to mitigate their alignment 
with the market and emphasizes their communal spirit.

Market logic of doing good
Though Mozilla does not base its decision-making on profit 

motives, as their corporation is fully owned by the foundation, its 
marketing is well-embedded in the market logic. This contradiction 
of working with means that are in line with the current market logic, 
but not striving for profit maximization, is balanced by the authenti-
cation process of reminding themselves and others of their mission. 

Mozilla staff and volunteers embrace the market logic for pur-
suing their agenda and proudly discuss their marketing efforts and 
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achievements—though they might not support the market ideology 
entirely. The following example is part of a discussion among staff 
and volunteers about whether to use or not to use non-free services 
for their viral marketing efforts. This volunteer clearly argues for 
making use of such market logic tools.

“The main focus that convinced me into joining Drumbeat is 
involving people to jump into a wider garden. If we deliberately 
ignore or just don’t use such media like the “walled/non- free 
etc...” to communicate our goals, ideas and approach, we are 
putting ourselves into another walled garden. Probably more 
pure, better and cleaner. But it’s walled same way. Given the 
fact that ppl just use them, and we want to reach out for new 
people to join open web approach, I don’t really see any other 
option rather than using nonfree services in other to spread our 
ideas, projects and results.” (voluntary contributor, message 
posted to the community Drumbeat mailing list, February 17, 
2011)

What this contributor impressively argues is that, as long as it 
is for reaching their goals, it is okay to use methods that might be 
opposed to their values because if they were avoiding them, they 
would also act against their principles. Implicitly, this contributor 
already balances the contradiction of a market-based logic of do-
ing good when he or she implicitly refers to Mozilla’s mission by 
claiming that “we want to reach out for new people to join open 
web approach.” This process of reminding themselves and others of 
their mission to strive for the betterment of the Web is also visible in 
communication efforts. Here a quotation of what a Mozilla employee 
writes about the Mozilla Parks campaign, where Mozilla cooperated 
with several nature parks.

“Comparing the need to protect physical commons with the 
need to protect digital commons is showing promise as an ef-
fective way to talk about Mozilla’s mission, so we wanted to re-
fine the idea further with one more park (or in this case, beach) 
page.” (staff member, posted to his/her blog, April 9, 2010)

By cooperating with nature parks that aim to “protect physical 
commons” Mozilla wants to convey an impressive picture of their 
mission. As their Mozilla’s mission is very much grounded in their 
history, reciting their evolution story and the reason the project came 
into existence is another powerful tool used to further legitimize 
Mozilla’s actions, no matter how much they might be in line with 
the market logic. Only by embracing both ends of the continuum, 
Mozilla is able to balance this contradiction; a contradiction that re-
flects Holt’s (2002) prediction that authenticity judgments will no 
longer depend on profit motives and simultaneously objects to cur-
rent literature regarding commercialization to be a disauthenticat-
ing factor (Alexander 2009; Arsel and Thompson 2011; Baron 2004; 
Beverland 2005, 2006; Carroll and Swaminathan 2000; Holt 2002; 
Kozinets 2002a; Thompson and Arsel 2004).

A face-ful mass
Though it is the power of the community as a whole that em-

powers Mozilla, they nevertheless aim to single out the individual. 
This finding adds to Smith and Berg’s (1987) notion that within 
successful groups, members must be able to express their individu-
alities. Lewis (2000) lists three methods that help to manage such 
paradoxes: “maintaining a task focus, valuing differences, and re-
ducing power discrepancies” (770). While the issue of power dis-
crepancies supports our findings on professional amateurs, this study 
can add two processes at the Mozilla marketing community that are 

transcending the contradiction of the face-ful mass: sharing personal 
details and being visible and approachable.

Staff members try not to be faceless decision makers responsi-
ble for a large number of people. They share personal details through 
various personal blogs, but also through social networks sites, where 
most Mozillians, both staff and volunteers, have signed up. Exhibit 
1 shows a picture posted by a Mozilla employee on Facebook—a 
snapshot of a funny moment at the office. It reveals a lot about the 
character of both people in it and gives others a glimpse of how work 
life at Mozilla might sometimes look like. 

Exhibit 1: Picture posted on Facebook (November 23, 2011)

Twitter is one of the main media in order to find out what is go-
ing on at Mozilla and has even been recommended as being the most 
effective tool in order to be up to date about Mozilla. On Flick’r, 
anyone can access pictures of community events and private, more 
intimate ones, as for example wedding photos. Mozilla even hosts an 
online video channel, Air Mozilla, where various videos and com-
munity meetings are aired. This format, which allows a globally dis-
persed community to get a feeling of intimacy and closeness, has 
been very well received. All those tools are basically there to foster 
practices of sharing—resembling Belk’s (2010) concept of sharing 
in, thus “making extended self boundaries permeable to others” 
(726). Sharing in extends sheer expressions of individuality that dif-
ferentiate the individual from the other (Smith and Berg 1987) and 
is more about letting others in. Simultaneously, sharing can lead to 
a higher visibility and a certain accountability of actors. An inter-
viewee describes the importance of being visible and approachable:

“…assuming that you as an individual are close to the project’s 
meaning and that you are accountable to the community and the 
people there… that they know you, that you’re visible, that you 
are not faceless. That you are prepared to stand up for what you 
are doing.” (staff member, interview, June 8, 2011)

As staff and other community members “stand up for what 
[they] are doing,” actions are always linked to a certain person who 
is personally made responsible for what is going on. This kind of 
personification is very important, because when there is something 
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wrong about a project, the person responsible can directly be ad-
dressed. However, personification at Mozilla goes even further, with 
a staff member describing Mozilla as a “sea of smiling faces” (staff 
member, interview, June 16, 2011) and a contributor who claims 
to think a lot about “the Mozilla mission through […] a person” 
(voluntary contributor, interview, July 5, 2011). The extent of vis-
ibility and accessibility of Mozillians seems quite unmanageable 
to outsiders and paradoxical, considering their immense workload. 
Mozillians’ solution to this paradox is quite counterintuitive. Visibil-
ity of the private side of Mozillians provides cultural and personal 
information, and accessibility increases trust, which both lead to less 
information needs. Again, contradictions are not tackled but natural-
ized through actions reviving their contradictory nature.

DISCUSSION
Contradictions are constructed (Lewis 2000). In the same man-

ner as we accept harmony and consistency as being balanced and 
harmonious, we discursively construct contradictions and paradoxes 
as paradoxical and contradictory. The findings of our study not only 
show that we are able to find contradictory elements when we search 
for them, but that in successful producer-consumer communities 
contradictions fuel discourse in a positive way and so authenticate 
community action. Our study finds that authenticity is not plain and 
one-dimensional, but what is seemingly inauthentic is just the other 
side of the coin of authenticity. By showing that both sides can fruit-
fully complement each other instead of threatening authenticity, or-
ganizations can find positive paths of change without losing identity, 
hence authenticity.

Our findings also highlight in what ways contradictions contrib-
ute to authentication. We find nine collective authentication practices 
which constantly engage people in lively discourse. Yet, communi-
cation about tasks and daily activities is not sufficient. We found 
that community members engage in strategic thinking, formulating 
theses and anti-theses in accounts of purposeful communication and 
revelations of the hidden agenda. These findings also support the 
assumption that transparency is essential for authentication (Holt 
2002). Similar to Harrison and Corley (2011), we also find a constant 
exchange of what they frame as ethos and style, however, we find no 
internal and external party but rather a flow of meta-communication 
among all members of the community. Infusing and seeding culture 
(Harrison and Corley 2011) comes from all members, facilitated by 
practices of relativizing roles. Relativizing roles critically depends 
on the paradox of professional amateurs that inspires the community 
to continuous reflecting and educating where it is not that profession-
als educate amateurs, but equally so vice versa (Hemetsberger and 
Reinhardt 2009; Kozinets, Hemetsberger, and Schau 2008; Schau, 
Muñiz, and Arnould 2009). 

Embracing the market logic out of a former resentment against 
the hegemony of the market seems an adventurous, or at least a 
brave-hearted move. Yet, even marketers today claim that it is not 
the market logic that prevents positive and authentic organizational 
action but rather its misinterpretation as capitalism (Arnould 2007). 
The Mozilla case shows that producer-consumer communities as-
cribe a functional role to market mechanisms as enablers and mul-
tipliers of value-creating practices; value that is judged against the 
community’s mission, which members constantly remind themselves 
of. The market logic of doing good reflects Holt’s (2002) predic-
tion that authenticity judgments will no longer depend on profit mo-
tives. Authentic consumer-producer brands seem to be prototypical 
citizen-artists, providing cultural resources for the community and 
beyond (Holt 2002).

These citizen artists have a face and share. Our findings under-
score the importance of sharing (Belk 2010) as a collective authen-
tication practice but also as an important theoretical concept for un-
derstanding producer-consumer communities. Community members 
impressively demonstrate that by being visible and approachable, 
they are able to reduce communication complexity and overload, 
corroborating findings from other open-source community research 
(Hemetsberger and Reinhardt 2009). 

In order to enhance understanding of the functionality of col-
lective authentication practices and its grounding in contradictions, 
we draw on organization theory and literature about paradoxes, in 
particular. Generally, organization literature maintains that we are 
used to think in a dialectical manner, and our language feeds the 
tendency to polarize (Lewis 2000). Westenholz (1993) juxtaposes 
the concept of paradox with other similar concepts, such as conflict, 
inconsistency, ambivalence, irony, or dialectic. “Paradoxes differ 
from…[other]…concepts in that no choice needs to be made (is 
possible) between the two contradictions constituting the paradox. 
The contradictory elements are present simultaneously and are ac-
cepted as such” (Westenholz 1993, 41). Westenholz (1993), Lewis 
(2000), Lüscher and Lewis (2008), and Smith and Lewis (2011) in 
their works on organizational change maintain that organizational 
change is at the same time hampered and enhanced by paradoxes, 
depending on how well organizations are able to reframe and rein-
tegrate paradoxes into organizational processes. They outline three 
main paradoxes of learning, organizing, and belonging which liken 
our findings in many ways. Major commonalities in the resolution of 
these paradoxes are “open communications,” “superordinate goals” 
(reminding of mission) (Lewis 2000, 765), and “reducing power dis-
crepancies” (relativizing roles) (770). It seems that the majority of 
authenticity literature has largely overlooked this great potential to 
integrate inauthenticity into the authenticity paradox. Only Rose and 
Wood (2005) found that contradictions of reality television program-
ming lead to the engagement of the consumer; an engagement which 
the authors interpreted as “a causal role for paradox in judgment 
of authenticity” (294). Harrison and Corley (2011) also recognize 
authenticating practices as a way of balancing organizational para-
doxes such as the need to be similar and unique at the same time. 

Our study contributes to a reframing of authenticity in three 
ways. Firstly, we see no positive end state of being authentic but 
rather high potential to learn from authenticity-inauthenticity para-
doxes. Secondly, we contribute to organizational accounts of authen-
ticity and organizational paradoxes in that we add two paradoxes 
that are relevant in a contemporary marketing context―the paradox 
of professional amateurs and market logic of doing good. Thirdly, 
we extend authenticity theorization beyond issues of the authenticat-
ing self (in society) and add a collective dimension of authentication 
practices. However, collective authentication does not go without in-
clusion of individual action, as demonstrated by our findings. Simi-
larly, Liedtka (2008) and Driver (2006) argue that an organization is 
both an entity in and of itself and a collective of specific individuals, 
thus complicating the concept of organizational authenticity.

Collective authentication resembles the transcendence of para-
doxes (Lewis 2000) as it implies the capacity to think and act para-
doxically. It involves a leap in thinking and acting inauthentically 
authentic and authentically inauthentic.
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