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Information Search in Virtual Communities:  

Is It Replacing Off-Line Communication? 

Abstract 

Virtual communities on the Internet enlarge consumer access to non-commercial 

individualised information dramatically. Such information may replace or 

supplement information provided to the consumer by marketers, hereby requiring 

marketers to consider alterations in their promotion mix. This paper looks into the 

extent of replacement of a number of off-line sources by search and postings in 

virtual communities on a general level and also explores variations across different 

types of users of virtual communities as described by Kozinets (1999). Results build 

on an empirical study (n=103) carried out in virtual communities on the Internet. 

This study shows that virtual communities, to some extent, replace commercial 

sources such as sales personnel, brochures, and advertisements distributed by mail, 

but only replace primary reference groups as sources of product information to a very 

limited extent. For most sources, no differences in level of replacement were found 

across Kozinets’ segments. Thus the level of replacement seems to be largely 

unrelated to the social tie to the community and interest in the product class. The 

findings imply that the possibility of some types of commercial communication 

influencing consumers during their decision process may be diminished. It seems 

especially important for retailing to consider new roles for sales personnel, and for 

marketers in general to consider whether consumer use of virtual communities 

should influence their communication mix and distribution strategy. 

 

Keywords: marketing communications, information search, virtual community, 

Internet, word-of-mouth, consumer behaviour 
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Introduction 

The use of virtual communities is growing. In Denmark, 6% of the 

population used virtual communities in 2001 (Danmarks Statistik 2001), a number 

that grew to 9% in 2003 (Danmarks Statistik, 2004). Even though virtual 

communities still are used more by experienced Internet users (Maignan and Lukas, 

1997; Danmarks Statistik, 2004), it seems that accessing such communities is 

increasingly becoming a common tool for acquiring information for the average 

person. Some virtual communities are consumption oriented and a part of these are 

consumer driven and thus free from the influence of commercial interests. In this 

type of community, consumers have access to acquire information from other 

consumers concerning which products or brands to purchase. In these cases, virtual 

communities act as channels for word-of-mouth communication between consumers.  

There are several reasons why consumers would regard information 

search in virtual communities as advantageous compared to the use of off-line 

sources and the Internet in general. Consumers tend to choose the information source 

that gives the largest benefit compared to the cost incurred in using the source 

(Moorthy et al., 1997). Several researchers (Bakos, 1997; Burke, 1997; Hoffman and 

Novak, 1997) have shown that markets on the Internet are superior to traditional 

markets in providing information at a low search cost for the consumer, while other 

researchers have shown that at least some consumers are willing to share their 

knowledge for various reasons (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2002; Hennig-Thureau et al., 

2004). However, other researchers have argued that it can be problematic for 

consumers to find the information needed on the Internet due to the sometimes poor 

organisation of the large amounts of information provided (Alba et. al, 1997). Still 

other researchers (Wolfinbarger and Gilly, 2000) have found that some consumers 
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find that one advantage to the Internet is that the sales pressure that can be 

experienced when visiting stores is absent. Based on these premises, information 

search in virtual communities seems to be an effective way of acquiring information 

for the consumer for the following reasons: The discussion is focused on products 

related to the consumption activity in question, facilitating targeted information 

search; virtual communities draw people from a large geographical area, and 

consequently, the pool of knowledge can be large; consumer-driven virtual 

communities are free from marketer interests and therefore more trustworthy; and 

finally, visiting virtual communities incurs lower costs than meeting peers face-to-

face or visiting stores. Research (Bickart and Schindler, 2002; Jepsen, 2004) supports 

that information acquired in virtual communities is perceived by consumers as usable 

for product choice, and we would thus expect that some consumers use virtual 

communities for information search prior to making a purchase.  

However, not much is known about to what extent consumers actually 

use these communities for information search. It is not known either whether this 

information search acts as word-of-mouth communication, replacing information 

search in primary reference groups, or whether it tends to replace commercial 

communication. To getter a better understanding of this, we have to look further into 

virtual communities as a source of information. 

 

Virtual communities as a source of information 

To determine whether information search in virtual communities can be 

expected to have any impact on the use of off-line communication in primary 

reference groups, the individualised marketing communication of sales personnel, or 

the mass communication of, for instance,  brochures and advertisements, we have to 
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consider which type of source these virtual communities are comparable to for the 

consumer.  Virtual communities, in some ways, resemble traditional primary 

reference groups like friends and family, as the communication is personal and non-

commercial. However, virtual communities differ from traditional primary reference 

groups in the sense that members of a virtual community do not meet in person. This 

lack of personal acquaintance makes judging the quality of the information more 

difficult than in real life and therefore, virtual communities may not be able to 

replace traditional reference groups as a source of word-of-mouth communication, 

especially not for information where the quality is difficult to asses. There is, 

however, evidence (Wellman and Gulia, 1999) that individuals are able to feel close 

to other members of a virtual community in spite of this lack of personal 

acquaintance and, in addition to this, experienced users have been shown to be likely 

to see the Internet as a place for contact with others who share the same interest 

(Maignan and Lukas, 1997; Wellman and Gulia, 1999). Still, building trust and 

maintaining long lasting relationships is even more important in cyberspace than in 

the physical world (Morrison and Firmstone, 2000). However, trust is less important 

if the consumer is able to judge the information given. An important prerequisite for 

this is that the consumer is knowledgeable about the product class (Duhan et al, 

1997).   

According to the above, the extent to which the replacement of 

traditional sources of information takes place probably is related to a) how well 

consumers feel they can trust the other members of the community in question and b) 

how important this trustworthiness is concerning the purchase in question. Helpful in 

capturing these two characteristics of consumers using a virtual community for 

information search is an article by Kozinets (1999) in which a framework for 
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segmenting consumers participating in a virtual community is presented. According 

to Kozinets, there are two distinctions to be made in the membership of a virtual 

community: The first distinction refers to how central the consumption activity is to 

the person’s self-image. Consumers tend to be more knowledgeable about products 

that are important to them (Chaudhuri, 2000), and thus for such consumers, the lower 

credibility due to lack of personal acquaintance may be of lesser importance. The 

second distinction refers to the person’s social tie to the other members of the 

community. Consumers with a strong social tie to the other members of the 

community may feel that these other members are, in fact, sufficiently close to act as 

a primary reference group, or at least to be trusted more than commercial sources. 

Kozinets’ two classification criteria result in four different membership segments: 

Insiders have strong ties to other members of the community and the consumption 

activity is central to the person’s self-image. Devotees only have ties to the product, 

Minglers only have ties to the other members of the community, and Tourists have 

neither. As Insiders feel both close to the other members of the community and that 

the product is important to them, we may expect that information from the virtual 

community, to a larger extent, is able to replace communication from off-line sources 

for Insiders than it is for the “opposite” segment, Tourists. Devotees and Minglers 

are in between Tourists and Insiders, making it more difficult to state hypotheses 

concerning the level of replacement for these segments for the following reasons: On 

the one hand, Devotees should be able to judge the information given, rendering the 

possibility for replacement higher. On the other hand, they are not bonded to the 

other members, rendering the level of trust and thus expectations regarding level of 

replacement, lower. Likewise, Minglers are not able to judge the information given. 
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However, this may be irrelevant because they trust the other members of the virtual 

community. 

In the above, only the level of replacement of information sources on a 

general level is considered. This is, however, not very operational in relation to 

decisions concerning prioritisation of channels in marketing communications. For 

this purpose, it is more interesting to look into the replacement of different types of 

off-line information sources available to the consumer. It may be that information 

sought in consumer driven virtual communities for some segments is able to replace 

information from primary reference groups such as family or friends and thus, in 

terms of communication, enters as a part of word-of-mouth communication. It may 

also be that the information from these communities replaces information from other 

sources less close to (and trusted by) the consumer instead. These other sources may 

be marketing communication in the form of personal, individualized sources such as 

sales personnel. It may also be information made available by producers and retailers 

to the consumer in the form of advertisements or brochures. If ties to other members 

of the virtual community are not perceived as sufficiently strong by consumers as is 

the case for Devotees and Tourists, information search in virtual communities is 

probably not able to replace information search in primary reference groups. For 

these user segments, it seems more likely that information acquisition in virtual 

communities only replaces the use of marketer-dominated (mass) communication. 

Such replacement is likely, however, because the information given in the 

community is individualised and non-commercial. In addition, the virtual community 

may be perceived as more efficient and credible than (mass) market communication 

because the discussion is focused and there are no commercial motives behind the 

advice given.  



 8 

As can be seen from the above reflections, it is clear that it is difficult 

to state firm hypotheses concerning the level of replacement of various information 

sources for the four types of users of a virtual community. Still, it seems logical to 

expect that if virtual communities are able to replace primary reference groups, it 

would mainly be the case for Insiders and perhaps Minglers. This is because an 

important feature of primary reference groups is the social bonding to these groups, 

and only Insiders and Minglers have social ties to the virtual community in question. 

Along the same line, replacement should be larger for secondary reference groups 

than for primary reference groups. As social ties also have some significance for 

secondary reference groups, we could also expect the replacement of secondary 

reference groups to be larger for Insiders and Minglers than for Devotees and 

Tourists. Furthermore, it seems logical to expect that regardless of segment 

membership, the level of replacement is larger for commercial sources than it is for 

reference groups as commercial sources resemble virtual communities in the sense 

that both do not involve personal contact, but the virtual communities have the 

advantage of being non-commercial. At the same time, however, the ability to judge 

the quality and sincerity of the information given is important both when accessing 

virtual communities and when using commercial sources of information.  

Due to the many open-ended questions, and the consequently few clear 

hypotheses regarding replacement of commercial and non-commercial information 

sources by use of virtual communities, a rather exploratory study was conducted. The 

aim of the study was to investigate to which extent information search in virtual 

communities replaces (or supplements) information search using traditional sources, 

and if the rate and type of replacement differs across different types of users of 

virtual communities. The study covers only consumer driven virtual communities 
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and not marketer-driven communities as, for instance, brand communities. To 

marketers, the replacement of commercial sources is only a threat if such sources 

were actually used prior to using the virtual community. Therefore, prior use of the 

information sources was also considered in this study. 

 

Method 

Sample and survey method 

Respondents were recruited from a limited number of consumption 

oriented newsgroups on the Danish section of Usenet. Newsgroups were selected as 

the object of study because the communication occurring there is observable for 

outsiders. Newsgroups differ in the type of product discussed and, consequently, also 

in the level of self-centrality of the consumption issue discussed. To ensure some 

representativeness in the sample in relation to the self-centrality of the consumption 

activities discussed, a criterion for the selection of newsgroups was, therefore, that 

the newsgroups selected should cover topics that differed in terms of the expected 

self-centrality of the consumption activity. The classification of the centrality of the 

products discussed in the newsgroups was based on observations of the discussions 

in several newsgroups. Apart from this, the criteria for selecting newsgroups follow 

the recommendations in Kozinets (2002):  That they differ in topics discussed, have 

sufficient traffic, and have high interaction in the group. Seriousness in the 

discussions taking place was added as criterion by the researcher. Newsgroups were 

selected based on the observation of communication that took place in November 

2001. From the newsgroups meeting the screening criteria, four newsgroups were 

selected. The four newsgroups were:  
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• House and Garden2. A group discussing various topics related to redecorating, 

small repair jobs, and gardening. Advice sought and given is on products 

primarily chosen on objective cues. Also, communication in the community 

indicated that consumers did not generally feel a personal relation to the 

product classes discussed. Traffic: 474 postings by 150 different individuals in 

November 2001. 

• Consumer Issues3. This group differs from the other groups as members 

discuss consumer issues and products in general. This means that members are 

probably not closely tied to either the group or the product class discussed. 

Also, advice given in this group is mostly on objective cues. Traffic: 509 

postings by 187 different individuals in November 2001.  

• Dog4. A group discussing a more personal ‘product’, for which the final buying 

decision is often based on subjective cues. Traffic: 665 postings by 134 

different individuals in November 2001.  

• Cars5. A group discussing products related to a consumption activity which, for 

most members, seems to be a time-consuming hobby. This group is different 

from the group on dogs in that the choice of product is, to a larger extent, based 

on objective cues. This makes advice less dependent on trust in the advisor’s 

personal judgement. Traffic: 733 postings by 213 different individuals in 

November 2001. 

 

2 dk.fritid.hus-og-have 

3 dk.forbruger 

4 dk.fritid.dyr.hund 

5 dk.fritid.bil 
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Respondents for the survey were chosen by self-selection in response to 

a posting in the selected virtual communities in April 2002. Electronic interviewing 

was selected as the method for collecting data because it is well-suited to the 

population in question (Internet users) and the selection method chosen (allows a 

direct link from the request to participate to the questionnaire).  

 The final number of respondents in the sample from the four chosen 

newsgroups was 103. Respondents were distributed in the selected newsgroups as 

follows: 32 of the responses came from ‘House and Garden’, 14 from ‘Consumer 

Issues’; another 32 came from ‘Car’ and 25 from ‘Dog’. The number of persons 

posting in the four newsgroups during November 2001 was 684 and the response rate 

calculated on this basis is 15%, ranging from 7% in the consumer issues community 

to 21% in the House and Garden community. The actual response rate is lower than 

this as not all members post during a given month. 

 

Measures 

The social tie to the community. Kozinets (1999) defines strength of 

social relations by the intensity of the relation, and states that time, spent in the 

community is critical for social ties to the other members of the community.  This is 

in line with Wellman and Wortley (1990) and Wellman and Gulia (1999), who 

define strength of ties in terms of number of meetings. However, as respondents are 

probably not able to answer how many ‘meetings’ they had with other members in 

the community, it was decided to approximate the number of meetings by the 

opportunity for contacts in the community in terms of accesses to the community. 

This access was measured by a summated scale based on frequency of visits (seven 

options from ‘once a month or less’ to ‘several times every day’), length of visits in 
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the community (5 options from ‘less than 5 minutes’ to ‘more than 1 hour’ per visit), 

and length of membership (4 options from ‘less than 1 month’ to ‘more than 1 year’).  

The self-centrality of consumption activity. Kozinets (1999) exemplifies 

self-centrality of the consumption activity by ‘collecting something as a hobby’. The 

self-centrality of the consumption activity for the respondent is thus related to 

interest in the product and was consequently measured as a summation of the 

consumer’s interest in the product class in general as well as the level of interest 

compared to the other members of the community. Responses were measured on 

five-point scales ranging from ‘little interest’ to ‘large interest’. 

Assignment to segments. Respondents were assigned to segments based 

on their level of tie to the community (measured as use of the community) and the 

self-centrality of the consumption activity (measured as interest in the product 

discussed). Respondents were assigned to the Insider segment if they were above the 

mean value of all respondents on both dimensions and to the Tourist segment if they 

were below the mean value on both dimensions. Respondents were assigned to the 

Devotee segment if they were above the mean value on the ‘self-centrality’ 

dimension, but below the mean on the ‘social tie’ dimension. Likewise, they were 

assigned to the Mingler segment if they were above the mean value on the ‘social tie’ 

dimension, but below the mean on the ‘self-centrality’ dimension. The mean value of 

the respondents for the ‘self-centrality’ dimension was 3.5, with a standard deviation 

of 0.89 on a scale ranging from 1 to 5. The mean value of the respondents for the 

‘social tie’ dimension was 4.06, with a standard deviation of 0.67 on a scale from 1 

to 5.33. Forty-six respondents were assigned to the Insider segment, 21 to the 

Mingler segment, 19 to the Tourist segment, and 17 to the Devotee segment. 

Segment distribution in newsgroups selected is displayed in Table 1 along with the 
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expected values, assuming that the two dimensions are independent. To test the 

stability of the segment structure, respondents were also assigned to segments based 

on median score as well as the mean in each newsgroup instead of the overall mean. 

As these alternative ways of assigning respondents to segments resulted in only a few 

respondents changing segment, the results presented later are not dependent on the 

criterion selected for allocation to segments.  

As can be seen from Table 1, there were members from all newsgroups 

in almost all segments. Minglers were not represented in the Dog newsgroup. Due to 

the rather small sample, it is not possible to conduct a  χ2-test for independence. 

However, comparing ‘expected’ with ‘frequency’ in Table 1, shows that there were 

relatively more Insiders in the Dog and Cars newsgroups than in the House-and-

Garden and Consumer Issues newsgroups, where the number of Tourists and 

Minglers was higher, as could be expected based on the personal relevance of the 

consumption activities discussed in these newsgroups.  

Information sources. Primary reference groups were covered by 

friends, family, and colleagues at work who were seen often. Secondary reference 

groups were covered by friends and family who were not seen often. Commercial, 

individualized sources were covered by retail sales personnel, whereas mass 

communication was covered by brochures and advertisements distributed by mail. To 

assess the significance of replacement, respondents were asked, using a five-point 

scale ranging from ’much’ to ‘not at all’, about how much they used the source to do 

a pre purchase information search prior to using the virtual community.  A four-point 

scale ranging from ‘none’ to ‘entirely’ was used with regard to the well level of 

replacement.  
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Data analysis 

The dependent variables in the analyses are the level of replacement of 

the various information sources. These variables are measured for each respondent 

on a scale ranging from 0 to 3 and are assumed to be interval scaled. The 

independent variables are the prior level of use of each information source and the 

four user segments in the virtual communities. These variables are categorical. To 

detect differences in replacement of the various sources in general and across 

segments, repeated measures ANOVA measures using SPSS 13.0 were conducted. 

As the prior level of usage is directly connected to each source, analyses of the 

influence of prior usage had to be carried out for each information source separately 

by two-way (unbalanced) ANOVAs. ANOVA analyses were performed using the 

GLM procedure in SAS 9.1. It should be noted that it is somewhat problematic to use 

ANOVA in the current study. Due to the small sample size, the number of 

observations in each cell is rather limited and, in any case, smaller than 

recommended (e.g. Hair, 2006). Therefore, ANOVA tests in the current case should 

be used with caution. Another problem relates to the treatment of the lowest level of 

‘prior use’ of the various information sources, which is ‘not at all’. It is, of course, 

not possible to replace an information source that was not used. Therefore, the 

analyses of effect of prior usage on the level of replacement of the individual sources 

were conducted with all respondents, as well as with only respondents who had used 

the source prior to using the virtual community. Results of these two types of 

analyses were very similar, except from a significantly lower level of replacement for 

respondents who had not used the source in question before using the virtual 

community for information search. The findings are thus not dependent on the 
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inclusion or exclusion of the replacement (supplementation?) of sources that were 

not used prior to using the virtual community for information search. 

 

Results 

 

Replacement of sources of consumer information on a general level 

Table 2 shows prior use and current replacement of pre purchase 

information sources for the respondents. Before use of the virtual community, 

respondents mostly turned to primary reference groups such as friends and family 

who they saw often (63% and 51%), as well as retail sales personnel (72%) for pre 

purchase information search. In Table 2 also shows the average level of replacement. 

Repeated measures ANOVA for differences in replacement levels across information 

sources showed that there are significant differences in the level of replacement 

(p<0.0001). In Table 2 also shows the grouping of the sources that was a result of a 

Tukey test. It is clear from the results in Table 2 that there is a higher level of 

replacement for commercial sources than there is for non-commercial sources. It thus 

seems that the virtual community is unable to replace either the primary or the 

secondary reference groups. It is also clear that the virtual community, to a very large 

extent, has replaced the use of sales personnel. There has also been some 

replacement of the previously less-used non-personal commercial sources. This 

replacement is, however, at a lower level than the replacement of sales personnel. 

The question, however, is if this replacement differs across the four user segments in 

virtual communities as stipulated earlier. 

Replacement levels across the sources of information covered in this 

study are shown in figure 1. Looking at figure 1, there is a tendency that the two 
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segments are ‘in between’, where Minglers and Devotees share the level of 

replacement, while Tourists and especially Insiders tend to single out, particularly 

concerning the level of replacement of primary and secondary reference groups. We 

also see that Insiders and Minglers differ in their pattern of replacement across 

information sources. To investigate whether these differences across segments were 

statistically significant, a repeated measures ANOVA was conducted with the level 

of replacement as the dependent variable and the user segment as an independent 

variable. ANOVA results for within-subject effects are given in Table 3, which 

shows that the differences across the segments regarding replacement of the various 

sources of information are not significant.  

The results found in this section confirm the hypothesis that 

commercial sources, to a larger extent, are replaced as the information source by 

virtual communities compared to reference groups. At the same time, the lack of 

differences across user segments indicates neither a social tie to the community nor 

interest in the product that can explain differences in the level of replacement across 

consumers.  

 

Differences in replacement for information sources treated separately 

In the above, investigation of the level of replacement did not consider 

prior use of the information sources covered. As stated in the section on the virtual 

community as an information source, replacement of commercial sources is only a 

threat to marketing communications if these sources were actually used. Such prior 

use is connected to each source separately and therefore, ANOVAs were conducted 

for each source with the level of replacement as the dependent variable and the prior 

usage level and segment as the independent variables.  
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Significant differences across segments and prior usage levels were 

found only for ‘friends, seen often’. Levels of replacement across the four segments 

are displayed in Table 4. The 84 respondents who had formerly used friends who 

were seen often were used in the statistical analysis. The analysis did not reveal any 

interaction between prior use and segment (p=0.2807), whereas the differences 

across segments and prior use were significant (p=0.0492 and p=0.0012). The 

numbers in Table 4, when considering prior use, show that the replacement of friends 

who are seen often is largest for Minglers (consumers who are heavy users of the 

virtual community without being particularly interested in the product discussed) and 

smallest for Insiders. Tukey tests revealed a significant difference across segments 

between Minglers (highest replacement) and Insiders (lowest replacement), as well 

as a significantly higher replacement level for little prior use as compared to some or 

much prior use of friends who were seen often as a pre purchase information source. 

The results indicate that ties to the community have some significance for the 

possibility of the community to act as a medium for word-of-mouth communication 

between consumers. However, it is contradictory that the level of replacement is 

largest for one of the segments having strong ties to the community (Minglers) and, 

at the same time, smallest for the other segment having strong ties to the community 

(Insiders). Consequently, in conclusion, the analysis of replacement levels 

considering prior usage and user segments, again, does not lend any clear support to 

the hypothesis stating that information search in virtual communities may be able to 

replace information search in primary reference groups to a higher extent for Insiders 

and Minglers than for Devotees and Tourists. 

In total, the above investigation into differences in the level of 

replacement across user segments and prior usage of the various information sources 
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covered in this study shows that there is not a straightforward pattern in replacement 

for Kozinets’ four user segments in virtual communities or for prior levels of usage. 

 

Limitations, discussion, and implications for marketing practice  

 

The empirical basis for the conclusions in this paper is limited in 

several ways, jeopardising the strength of the conclusions and consequently the 

rigour with which the following implications for marketing practice can be stated. 

The most problematic limitations are the following: First, the sample is quite small, 

rendering both the representativeness of the sample and the statistical analyses weak. 

Second, the sample only covers one type of virtual community: the newsgroup, and, 

in addition to this, only a limited product range. Third, the typology of possible 

sources that was used in the questionnaire is rather superficial and could have been 

more detailed.   

Some of the results found in the analyses of the level of replacement 

across the four user segments supported the stated hypotheses, while other results 

were not quite as expected. The hypothesis that the replacement of commercial 

sources would be larger than the replacement of reference groups was supported. 

Replacement of secondary reference groups was at about the same level as 

replacement of primary reference groups. There was no clear relation between the 

user segments and level of replacement on a general level. However, when level of 

prior use was taken into consideration, there were significant differences across 

segments for friends who were seen often. Replacement was larger for Minglers than 

for the other groups, especially Insiders, and especially for Minglers with little prior 

use of friends as a source of pre purchase information. This result was contrary to 
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expectations, as both Minglers and Insiders are heavy users of the community and 

should, accordingly, to a larger extent, feel that the community can replace 

information from friends than the other segments. The results indicate that tie to the 

community has some significance for the possibility of the community to act as 

medium for word-of-mouth communication between consumers. However, it is 

contradictory that the level of replacement is largest for one of the segments having 

strong ties to the community (Minglers) and, at the same time, smallest for the other 

segment having strong ties to the community (Insiders). This contradiction may be 

explained by different levels of interest in the products discussed exhibited by 

members of the two segments. As Insiders have a large interest in the products 

discussed, they may have friends that share the same interest and that are, 

consequently, not easily replaced as information sources. In contrast to this, Minglers 

are not interested in the product discussed and thus cannot be expected to have 

friends that are especially knowledgeable about the product. Therefore, members of 

this segment may easily find more qualified information in the virtual community 

than among their friends. Still, the hypothesis that there would be differences in the 

level of replacement for different types of information sources across Kozinets’ 

segments was not supported; thus it seems that other explanations for differences in 

replacement levels need to be found.  

One explanation for the differences in the level of replacement may be 

found in differences in the level of information search on a general level, as 

described in Furse, Punj, and Stewart (1984).  Differences in level of information 

search may be due to differences in prior knowledge (Bloch et al., 1986). However, 

product knowledge is closely related to product interest (Bloch et al., 1986; 

Chaudhuri, 2000) which did not explain the differences in this study. The high level 



 20 

of replacement of friends in the Mingler segment further indicates that part of the 

replacement may be due to the possibility to socialise that is offered by the virtual 

community. In sum, it seems likely that the explanation for the differences in prior 

use, and thus also in level of replacement, can be found in differences in personality. 

Supporting this is Lam and Mizerski (2005), having recently shown that individuals 

scoring high on internal locus of control are more likely to engage in word-of-mouth 

communication with their out-group, while individuals scoring high on external locus 

of control are more likely to engage in word-of-mouth communication with their in-

group. This finding indicates that the understanding of replacement of off-line 

information sources (out-group) by use of virtual communities (between in-group 

and out-group) may be enhanced if the influence of personality, and especially locus 

of control, is considered. In addition to this, a deeper look into the importance of type 

of product – especially concerning the level and type of risk perceived by the 

consumer - may add to the understanding of the ability of communication in virtual 

communities to replace off-line communication. Finally, more knowledge about not 

only the level of use of various information sources, but also the kind of information 

sought using various sources of information would enhance the understanding of this 

area. 

In spite of the limitations and the areas indicated for further research, 

the results are deemed usable as the conclusions concerning replacement on a general 

level are quite clear. Information search in virtual communities mostly has replaced 

information from marketer-dominated sources and among these, mainly the 

information formerly acquired from sales personnel, a source formerly often used by 

a large part of the respondents. There is no relation between the level of replacement 

and the prior usage level of commercial sources. An explanation for the high level of 
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replacement of retail sales personnel as an information source may be that consumers 

who are more interested in, and thus also knowledgeable about the type of product in 

question, formerly had to turn to sales personnel because they were the only source 

available possessing an adequate level of information and interest in discussing with 

them. The virtual community provides a non-commercial alternative for carrying out 

these discussions and acquiring specialized information. For retailing, the level of 

replacement found implies that the number of consumers willing to pay a higher 

price at specialty stores, because these stores provide information from sales 

personnel will diminish if new roles for such sales personnel are not created. For 

producers distributing and communicating through specialty stores, the findings 

implicate that alternative distribution and communication channels should be 

considered. 

When it comes to information from producers to consumers in the form 

of brochures, it seems that information acquisition in virtual communities also 

constitutes a challenge. The implication of the replacement of this kind of marketing 

communication is probably not a question of discarding the use of brochures, but to 

make sure that the consumers who act as opinion leaders in the community (Insiders) 

are exposed to the information and that the information in the brochures meets their 

information needs. 

Advertising distributed by mail is often made in collaboration between 

producers and retailers. This study showed that advertisements distributed by mail 

were not deemed an important source of information to users of virtual communities. 

It was also found that advertisements distributed by mail have not been replaced 

much by information from virtual communities. The low level of replacement found 

in the study is not surprising as this is the kind of promotion represented in the study 
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that is the farthest away from being the person-to-person, non-commercial 

communication that is characteristic of virtual communities.  

Based on the above, the answer to the question posed in the title must 

be: Yes, consumer information from virtual communities does replace off-line 

promotion to some extent. Also, it seems safe to state that virtual communities are 

primarily able to replace commercial sources and not primary reference groups, and 

thus not traditional word-of-mouth communication. It is especially important to 

notice that the lowest rate of replacement of friends who are seen often was evident 

for Insiders in the virtual community, which means that the lack of personal 

acquaintance does seem to play a role in general in the evaluation of sources of 

information.  

The percentage of the population of Internet users using virtual 

communities on a regular basis is still rather small, making the current impact 

limited. However, the number of consumers using virtual communities for product 

information search can be expected to grow as the number of experienced Internet 

users grows and with this, the impact of information search in virtual communities 

on the ability of off-line promotion to reach and influence consumers.   
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Figure captions 

Figure 1: Replacement levels for segments across information sources
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Table 1: Distribution of membership segments across newsgroups 

Frequency (Expected1) Insider Mingler Tourist Devotee 

House and Garden 5 (14.0) 11 (6.3) 8 (5.4) 7 (5.2) 

Dog  19 (11.3) 0 (5.1) 1 (4.4) 5 (4.2) 

Cars 19 (14.4) 4 (6.6) 5 (5.6) 4 (5.3) 

Consumer Issues 3 (6.3) 6 (2.9) 4 (2.5) 1 (2.3) 

1Expected count assuming independence. Areas marked in light grey have relatively too many 

members in the segment compared to expectations, whereas the areas marked in dark grey have 

relatively too many members. The adjusted standardised residual is smaller than 1.96 in the white 

areas. 
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Table 2: Use and replacement of off-line consumer information sources 

Source 
Used much or 

some1 (A) 

Replaced at 

least partly2 

Level of 

replacement3 Group 

Sales personnel  74   (72)  46  (62) 1.23 (0.98) A   

Brochures  35   (34)  15  (43) 0.92 (0.94) A B  

Advertisements 

distributed by mail 
 31   (30)  11 (36) 0.83 (0.91)  B C 

Friends, you see seldom  23   (22)  2   (9) 0.57 (0.86)  B C 

Friends, you see often  65   (63)  9  (14) 0.56 (0.85)  B C 

Colleagues at work  34   (33)  5  (15) 0.53 (0.86)   C 

Family, you see often  53   (51)  9  (17) 0.50 (0.83)   C 

Family, you see seldom  15   (15)  3  (20) 0.47 (0.78)   C 

1Number (Percentage) 2Number (Percentage of A)  3Mean (std. deviation), Scale from 0 to 3 
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Table 3: Within-subject effects of ‘segment’ on level of replacement 

 

Source   

Type III 
Sum of 
Squares df 

Mean 
Square F Sig. 

Information 
source 

Sphericity Assumed 43.07 7 6.153 13.11 .000 

  Greenhouse-Geisser 43.07 4.919 8.757 13.11 .000 
  Huynh-Feldt 43.07 5.364 8.030 13.11 .000 
  Lower-bound 43.071 1.000 43.071 13.11 .000 
Information 
source * segment 

Sphericity Assumed 11.125 21 .530 1.13 .312 

  Greenhouse-Geisser 11.125 14.756 .754 1.13 .328 
  Huynh-Feldt 11.125 16.091 .691 1.13 .324 
  Lower-bound 11.125 3.000 3.708 1.13 .341 
Error(factor1) Sphericity Assumed 325.337 693 .469     
  Greenhouse-Geisser 325.337 486.951 .668     
  Huynh-Feldt 325.337 531.008 .613     
  Lower-bound 325.337 99.000 3.286     
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Table 4: Use and replacement of friends, seen often  

 
Used much or 

some1(A) 

Replaced at least 

partly2 

Mean level of 

replacement3 

Insider   (n=46) 32   (70) 2   (6) 0.39 (0.74) 

Mingler (n=21) 10   (48) 4   (40) 0.67 (0.86) 

Tourist  (n=19) 12   (63)   1   (8) 0.63 (0.76) 

Devotee  (n=17) 11   (65)  1   (18)  0.76 (1.15) 

Rem: Almost none indicated full replacement. 1Number (Percentage) 2Number (Percentage of A) 

3 Mean (Std. deviation) 
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