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a b s t r a c t

The portable computer or notebook has become an integral and even essential aspect of
modern life. Year-in-year its price to the consumer falls while its performance grows, yet
recent analysis suggests that pound-for-pound its environmental costs are amongst the
highest of any product on the planet. In this paper we explore the market price of ‘‘sustain-
able” notebooks. Drawing on the framework of the ‘tragedy of the commons’ we postulate
that as manufacturers shift costs away from the commons to comply with sustainability
standards, the cost to the consumer will inevitably rise. We test our hypothesis by
comparing the prices of EPEAT Gold certified notebooks with uncertified portable comput-
ers. The results are discussed, alternative hypotheses explored and further research
outlined.

� 2010 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The portable computer or notebook is ubiquitous; its sales have recently surpassed those of desktop machines, and wher-
ever one looks in a modern city – train, bus, café and office – one will see peoples’ faces washed in the pale light of a note-
book’s fluorescing screen. The notebook’s pervasiveness has been fueled in part by a year-in-year fall in price (both nominal
and real) to the consumer – notebooks which 10 years ago retailed for $2000 can now be purchased for as little as $300
(Scheck and Chao, 2009). Against this backdrop a recent report came as quite a shock: the manufacture and distribution
of a 10 pound notebook computer requires an estimate 40,000 lb of materials to be processed and distilled (Anderson,
1998). Moreover, the average lifespan of that notebook is only 3 years, and at the end of that lifespan the device will most
likely end up in a landfill alongside 55 million other computers disposed of each year (Klatt, 2003). Combined, the environ-
mental costs of manufacture, operation and disposal suddenly make a $300 notebook looks very, very expensive.

This has not gone unnoticed by public, politicians and manufacturers alike – there is an increasing awareness of the wider
ecological and social costs associated with products such as computer notebooks (Matthews and Matthews, 2003). From the
manufacturers’ side, prompted by consumers, pressure groups and politicians, there has been drive produce more sustain-
able offerings. In this paper we explore the market price of ‘‘sustainable” notebooks. Drawing on the framework of the ‘trag-
edy of the commons’ we postulate that as manufacturers shift ecological and social costs away from the commons to comply
with sustainability standards, the cost to the consumer will inevitably rise. We test our hypothesis by comparing the prices
of notebooks manufactured to the highest sustainability standards, those with ‘‘Electronic Product Environmental Assess-
ment Tool” (EPEAT) Gold certification, to notebooks with no certification.

The paper is set out as follows. First we review the ecological impact of the notebook computer – the total ‘real’ cost of the
product. Second, we introduce the tragedy of the commons framework from which our hypothesis is developed. Third, we
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describe a study in which we compare the prices of sustainable-certified and non-certified notebooks, controlling for factors
such as processing power and screen resolution. Finally, the results are discussed, alternative hypotheses explored and fur-
ther research outlined.

2. The real cost of the notebook

The average cost of a notebook computer has continued to decline year over year. These reductions in price, coupled with
a corresponding increase in performance have resulted in the rapid growth in performance per dollar and thus in consumer
value. This powerful combination has contributed to year over year growth in notebook sales1 (see Table 1).

IDC forecasts the sale of PCs in 2009 will amount to 282 million units worldwide and 62 million units in the US, with por-
tables making up 33 million units (53%) of the total 2009 US PC market (Bell and Daoud, 2009). With an estimated lifespan of
3 years and an average of 26 million notebooks sold per year in the US over the period 2004 through 2009 the enormity of
potential impact is obvious.

However, although the cost to the consumer has fallen, there is increasing realization that this cost represents a fraction
of total ‘real’ cost to manufacture, distribute, operate and dispose of a notebook computer.

Various methodologies have been proposed to calculate that cost. For example McDonough and Braungart (2002) propose
a full cradle to cradle analysis – the entire environmental impact of all of the energy and materials that flow into and out of a
notebook computer. Such an analysis would look at the impact from raw materials extraction all the way through final recy-
cling. Life Cycle Assessment (LCA)2 is a formal systematic approach to conducting such an analysis. Various organizations such
as the National Renewable Energy Laboratory in the US and the European Commission – DG Joint Research Centre – Institute for
Environment and Sustainability provide guidance for conducting assessments and databases of life cycle data for various mate-
rials, products and processes as well. While this type of impact assessment would provide a great deal of information about the
real cost of our notebook computer, even a comprehensive life cycle analysis, by neglecting most social implications and costs,
would not account for the full cost of our notebook.

Various researchers have investigated aspects of lifecycle assessment of notebook computers. Williams (2003) evaluates
the environmental impact of manufacturing computers, Cole (2003) their energy consumption. Work by Lu et al. (2006),
Hieronymi and Schneider (2003) examines governmentally mandated disposition programs and that by Klatt (2003) studies
the recycling of personal computers. Unfortunately, none of the existing research provides a full cradle to grave LCA assess-
ment of notebook computers let alone a wider sustainability assessment of the full impact of a notebook computer.

Nonetheless, the conclusion of all these studies is that the cost of a notebook to the consumer represents a fraction of its
total wider environmental and social cost – by a multiple of 10 (Kuehr and Williams, 2003). This is increasingly being
acknowledged (Williams, 2003) and action is underway to remedy matters. Thus, manufacturers are voluntarily (in some
cases) and under regulatory coercion (in others) adhering to criteria of sustainable production. The key question is – who
will end up bearing the cost of sustainably produced notebooks? To understand the logic of how notebook manufacturers
got into the position of producing massively unsustainable notebooks, and who might bear the cost of sustainable manufac-
turing we turn to the tragedy of the commons.

3. The tragedy of the commons

How can we account for the disparity in price to the consumer and cost to the planet? One answer lies in a theory devel-
oped Rev. William Forster Lloyd (1833) in the 19th century: The tragedy of the commons. Simply put this theory describes
the mechanism by which utility-maximizing individuals sharing a collective resource (the commons) will, without interven-
tion, take actions that deplete and eventually destroy the very resource they are taking benefit from. In the more bucolic
language of Rev. Lloyd, individual herdsmen graze as many animals as possible on the commons because, while the cost
of feed is borne by all those who share the commons, the benefit is accrued by individual herdsman. It is in their personal
interest to maximize their utility. The corollary of this is that over time the commons becomes overgrazed and non-produc-
tive – the animals die and all herdsmen suffer. The benefits to each individual herdsman come at the cost of all. The tragedy
of the commons is thus a conceptual categorical miss-specification: individual maximization with a collectively held

Table 1
US portable computer sales.

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 (est)

Units shipped (M) 14.8 19.6 24.3 30.0 34.1 33.3
Cost per unit $1157 $1107 $1050 $1004 $939 $784

Data source: IDC worldwide PC 2009–2013 forecast, study #217360 – March 2009.

1 The reduction in 2009 is attributed by IDC to the global financial crisis.
2 Life Cycle Assessment is formally defined as a component of the ISO 14000 ‘‘Environmental management” environmental management standards (ISO

14040, 14044) see: http://www.iso.org/iso/iso_14000_essentials.
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resource results in disaster. Collective resources need collective-level thinking, and critically, collective-level coordination of
action.

Thus, from the tragedy of the commons perspective the disparity in price to the consumer and cost to the planet is a log-
ical corollary of this categorical misspecification. Manufacturers seek to maximize utility by off-loading the real cost of man-
ufacturing, distribution and disposal to the commons (in this case the planet) through pollution, depletion of resources,
exploitation of workers in developing countries, etc. The difference between the cost to the manufacturer and actual cost
are born by the planet and all its constituent life forms – over many decades and even centuries.

Applied to the notebook – as the extant research shows – the impact of a notebook computer far exceeds its nominal
costs. Manufacturers and consumers are distributing the real costs across the commons. The seeming inevitability of this
result flows from the logic that to be competitive, manufacturers must make choices that compromise the environment
in the name of competitiveness, and consumers are more than willing to have them make such a tradeoff in the name of
affordability. Thus, the tragedy of the commons gets reenacted over and over again. This leads us to the hypothesis:

H1: The price of sustainably produced laptop will be higher than the price of one developed to conventional standards.

4. What constitutes a sustainable notebook?

Sustainability is a concept which is used widely in a variety of contexts and as a result, there are a multitude of competing
and overlapping definitions (see for example: Brown et al., 1987). We use a broad definition of sustainability which encom-
passes a ‘‘triple bottom line” (Elkington, 1994) philosophy, where economic prosperity, environmental stewardship and so-
cial responsibility all need to be taken into account, supplementing financial performance measures with ecological and
social performance assessments (Willard, 2002). Sustainability happens at many levels: sustainable business, sustainable liv-
ing, and sustainable products. Defined in this way, many other related concepts such as corporate social responsibility, cor-
porate citizenship, conscientious capitalism, eco-efficiency, organic, green, green IT, etc. are all specific constrained
components of sustainability.

Unlike the concept of sustainability, a canonical definition of sustainable development is widely accepted. Developed by
the World Commission for Environment and Development (also referred to as the Brundtland Commission), it states
‘‘Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable – to ensure that it meets the needs of the present without com-
promising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (1987). Similar wording was included in the Rio Com-
mission report (United Nations, 1992) (principles 3 and 4) and the definition was extended through principle 8. ‘‘To achieve
sustainable development and a higher quality of life for all people, States should reduce and eliminate unsustainable pat-
terns of production and consumption and promote appropriate demographic policies.” Sustainable development results
in, as Hart (1997) describes it, a ‘‘sustainable global economy: an economy that the planet is capable of supporting
indefinitely.”

How then can we measure the economic, ecological and social impacts; the sustainability of our notebook? Conversely,
how do manufacturers assess and describe the sustainability of their products? There are a variety of measures that are used.
Life Cycle Assessments are almost exclusively used by producers as a means of gauging and evaluating the efficiency and
impact of products and services within the production process. Externally, various measures are used. These range from

Sustainability

Ecology

Energy

Efficiency

Mandated 
Compliance

Fig. 1. Hierarchy of sustainability measures.
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energy efficiency to ecological impact with some extending to social impact as well. These measures can be conceptualized
across a hierarchical spectrum, ranging frommandatorily established guidelines through full triple bottom line sustainability
measures (see Fig. 1).

Legislative and regulatory guidelines establish mandatory limits within which manufacturers must operate. Most focus
on a specific component of the overall lifecycle – with the majority focused on waste reduction and elimination at the points
of consumption (packaging) and disposition (disposal and recycling). Among these, the EU’s Waste Electrical and Electronic
Equipment Directive (WEEE) stands out. WEEE sets requirements for the reduction of hazardous materials in production of
consumer electronic products and for mandatory take-back for recycling/reuse of those products by manufacturers. The sta-
ted objective of WEEE is ‘‘. . .the prevention of Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment (WEEE), and in addition, the reuse,
recycling and other forms of recovery of such wastes so as to reduce the disposal of waste. It also seeks to improve the envi-
ronmental performance of all operators involved in the life cycle of electrical and electronic equipment. . .” (WEEE Directive,
2003) Other similar programs include Taiwan’s Waste Disposal Act Amendments (AWDA) and Japan’s mandatory appliance
recycling regulations (Lu et al., 2006). In the United States, there is currently no national legislation of this sort, although at
the time of this article, 18 states and the City of New York have each enacted their own legislation (TakeBack, 2009).

It is only through voluntary programs that we gain insight into the sustainability of various products. These voluntary
reporting programs can be subdivided into self-reported ratings often called ‘‘green” symbols or claim statements and
‘‘eco-labels” that are awarded to certain products by third-party organizations that establish and administer label criteria.
We will focus on eco-labels as formally defined be ISO 14020 – Environmental Labels and Declarations (International Orga-
nization for Standardization, 2000). An ‘‘eco-label” identifies the overall environmental characteristics of a product based on
life cycle criteria. There are a multitude of eco-labels in use today; Appendix A provides an overview of many including de-
tails on the type of rating they provide: energy, ecology, or sustainability.

5. The study

We test the tragedy of the commons hypothesis by comparing the selling price of notebook computers produced sustain-
ably with those produced to normal marketplace standards for sale within the US market. If our hypothesis holds, it will be
more expensive to produce a sustainable notebook computer than a normal one. Voluntary eco-labels provide us with a con-
venient means of assessing the sustainability of various notebook computers. Among these eco-labels, EPEAT offers the most
comprehensive data and applicability to the US market.

EPEAT is a not-for-profit organization dedicated to providing information on the environmental sustainability character-
istics of select electronic products. An EPEAT eco-label indicates that a given product has attained one of three tiers of EPEAT
certification, allowing manufacturers to differentiate their products in the marketplace. EPEAT ranks products in relation to
51 sustainability criteria. These criteria are fully detailed in the IEEE 1680 standard (IEEE, 2006). Most criteria are for envi-
ronmental performance characteristics of the product. Some criteria relate to corporate-wide programs that encompass all
products such as having a corporate environmental policy or usage of an environmental management system. EPEAT offers
three tiers of ratings: Bronze (products that meet the 23 required criteria), silver (products that meet the 23 required and at
least 50% of the 28 optional criteria) and gold (products that meet the 23 required and at least 75% of the 28 optional
criteria).

For our analysis, we compare notebook computer systems attaining the EPEAT Gold ratings to standard systems that have
not received any EPEAT rating.Meeting the highest environmental standards, the EPEATGold rated systemswould be expected
to bemost sustainably produced and thus to have the highest associated cost. Datawas collected on 20 EPEATGold rated note-
book computers and 20 standard notebook computers which have not received any EPEAT certification. All specification and
pricing data was retrieved directly from the manufacturer’s web sites on a single day for US models and pricing.3 Only main-
stream brands were selected for the analysis. The attributes collected for each system are summarized in Table 2.

To determine the impact of EPEAT Gold ratings on price we begin our analysis by conducting an ANOVA analysis of EPEAT
Gold rated systems versus standard systems. A Levene Statistic test indicates that we reject the null hypothesis that the var-
iance of prices for the two groups are equal (Levene = 8.137, p = .008) but since the two groups of equal size, ANOVA should
be robust to this violation. Comparing the mean price of the two groups using ANOVA, we find the we reject the null hypoth-
esis and conclude that there is a difference between the mean price of EPEAT Gold rated and standard systems (f = 13.7,
p = .001). These results are inconclusive however, because the data selected for EPEAT Gold rated and standard systems
my not represent comparable machines and configurations.

Research has shown that there is a direct relationship between a computer’s price and its constituent features. Harris and
Dave (1994) for instance developed a model that established a clear price-performance relationship to predict notebook
computer prices based on select component features early in the growth of the notebook market. Rutherford and Wilhelm
(1999) built on this research, extending and revalidating it in a more mature and comparable notebook market, yielding sim-
ilar results to those of Harris and Dave.

The Rutherford and Wilhelm model depends on measures of CPU performance, display performance, hard drive capacity,
memory and brand. The significance of brand in their study was highly dependent on the specific brand and as such, we

3 Data available from the authors on request.
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exclude it from our analysis by choosing equivalent mainstream brands. Furthermore, memory has become a low-cost com-
modity item and by choosing similar configurations, we can exclude it from our analysis. We create a measure for CPU per-
formance equivalent to the speed of the CPU times the number of CPU cores and we calculate a display performance metric
as the total number of display pixels. Finally we introduce a new variable consumer model, a dummy variable indicating if
the system is a consumer or business notebook determined by the manufacturers marketing literature. Our modified Ruth-
erford and Wilhelm regression model is as follows:

dPrice ¼ b0 þ b1 CPU performanceþ b2 Display performanceþ b3 Hard drive capacity

6. Results

Analysis against our data yields results as shown in Table 3. These are comparable to Rutherford and Wilhelm results
(R2 = .665).

A test for the overall validity and utility of the model indicates that we reject the null hypothesis and conclude that at
least one of the parameter estimates is not zero. Testing model assumptions, we find no multicolinearity issues (Durbin–
Watson = 1.8 > Du = 1.66), residual analysis indicates no issues with heteroscedasticity but identifies three potential outlying
observations with studentized residuals greater than 2. Cooks distance indicates these outliers have no undue influence and
additional analysis indicates that these observations should remain in the dataset. Residual analysis further indicates the
data are normal (Shapiro–Wilk = .868, p = .312). Thus we conclude that we have good model fit and valid results.

From this model, we see that CPU performance, display performance and hard disk capacity account for approximately
54.8% of the variation in price. Based on these, we return to our test of the tragedy of the commons hypothesis by proposing
a model as follows:

dPrice ¼ b0 þ b1 CPU performanceþ b2 Display performanceþ b3 Hard disk capacityþ b4EPEAT Gold

In this model, we introduce one additional variable, a dummy variable indicating EPEAT Gold rating. According to Signaling
Theory (Spence, 1973), producers should be able to charge a premium for devices with EPEAT rating, a signal of premium
features. If, as hypothesized, the selling price of notebook computers produced sustainably is significantly different from
those produced to normal marketplace standards, we would expect that the addition of EPEAT Gold rating to the model
would result in improved predictability by capturing the signaling effect.

Running the regression analysis of this model indicates that while the model shows overall validity (F = 13.307, p < .0005),
the parameter estimate for EPEAT Gold rating is not statistically significant from zero (t = 1.337, p = .190). Based on these
results, we fail to reject the null hypothesis and conclude that the price of EPEAT Gold rated systems is not statistically dif-
ferent from those systems produced to ordinary standards.

Table 2
Feature attributes.

EPEAT EPEAT Gold rated (1 = yes)
ENERGY STAR Is the energy star status of the machine mentioned in the marketing materials (1 = on specification page, 2 = mentioned in product

literature, 3 = predominate marketing feature)
SUSTAINABILITY Is the EPEAT rating of the machine mentioned in the marketing materials (1 = on specification page, 2 = mentioned in product

literature, 3 = predominate marketing feature)
PRICE Manufacturers e-commerce price in dollars
SPEED CPU speed in megahertz
CORES Number of CPU cores
CPU CPU type
MEM Memory in gigabytes
HD Hard drive capacity in gigabytes
GRAPHICS Graphics capability (0 = embedded, 1-high-performance discrete)
DISPLAY Display size
RESOLUTION Overall screen resolution
WEIGHT Weight in pounds
CONSUMER Is this system marketed to business customers or consumers based on manufacturers’ web site

(0 = business customers, 1 = consumers)

Table 3
Results of initial regression model analysis.

Model Unstandardized coefficients Standardized coefficients t Sig.

B Std. error Beta

1 (Constant) 628.212 385.077 1.631 .112
CPU_performance �214.154 90.136 �.305 �2.376 .023
Display_performance .002 .000 .644 5.456 .000
Hard_drive_capacity �2.918 .838 �.411 �3.483 .001

R2 = .583, R2a ¼ :548, F = 16.78, p < 0.0005.
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7. Discussion

The tragedy of the commons framework suggests that notebook manufacturers will actively seek to the shift costs of pro-
duction onto the commons to maximize profits. Indeed we find ample evidence of this. Previous research suggests that much
of the cost associated with producing and distributing a notebook is indeed borne by the commons. Sustainably developed
notebooks are produced with the expressed intent of reducing the cost to the commons and as a result some of these costs
are likely to be transferred to the consumer. Thus we proposed that the price of sustainably produced laptop will be higher
than the price of one developed to conventional standards.

Contrary to our hypothesis, the results of our study indicate that notebooks produced to high sustainability standards do
not differ significantly in price from those produced to de facto norms. These converse findings lead us to explore alternative
hypotheses – an important issue given the trend of notebook manufacturers adopting more sustainable manufacturing prac-
tices. We offer three alternative hypotheses for our findings: reduced margins, efficiency savings, and cost shifting. Each is
discussed in turn.

First, manufacturers may be swallowing the additional cost of sustainable notebooks (resulting in reduced margins) in
order to remain competitive. Shifts in the competitive landscape driven by consumer pressure for sustainably produced
products could be fueling such behavior, yet we find contradictory support for this alternative. Our research indicates
that rather than promoting the sustainability of their products, the manufacturers analyzed in this study made scant
mention of their product’s EPEAT certification, going so far as to obfuscate it completely in many cases. If EPEAT is a
signal of sustainability and valued customer attribute, then, as Spence (1973) suggests, producers would promote this
capability. It would therefore seem that the sustainability of notebooks is not yet a competitive element of product dif-
ferentiation, or perhaps that manufacturers would collectively prefer that sustainability does not become one. An indus-
try wide race towards sustainable manufacturing may be viewed as prohibitively costly and therefore something to be
forestalled.

Second, sustainable manufacturing may be more efficient than traditional practices thereby reducing costs. There is evi-
dence to support this hypothesis and current market trends indicate efficiency efforts are underway across industry (see
for example: Weizsäcker et al., 1997). Much of these efficiency gains accrue from making due with less – a more energy
efficient screen needs less power, which results in a smaller battery and smaller power supply, and so on. Thus, becoming
more sustainable often results in a virtuous cycle of efficiency. There is also evidence that the process of sustainable devel-
opment can result in a radical rethinking of products which rather than increasing costs, can vastly reduce them. McDon-
ough and Braungart (2002) provide strong examples of radical redesign resulting in greatly improved efficiency. While the
potential gains from efficiency efforts can be high, this circle may be short lived; indeed as history has shown in other
efficiency cycles, such as quality control, efficiency gains offer diminishing returns within a few years as efficient practices
become the norm.

Third, costs may be shifted to other non-monitored aspects of the commons. If a holistic approach to sustainability (which
takes into account a ‘‘triple bottom line” philosophy, where economic prosperity, environmental stewardship and social
responsibility are all considered) is not used, the cost to the commons may not be reduced at all, but rather shifted about
or even potentially increased. For example, a study by the World Wildlife Foundation (2009) finds that electric cars only re-
sult in a marginal reduction in greenhouse gasses compared to the petrol-based brethren because the power used to charge
them creates roughly as much pollution as the petrol cars do themselves. This analysis calls into question the impact of elec-
tric cars and does not even consider the ecological, economic and social impacts that manufacturing the electric car have.

While each of these hypotheses offers plausible reasons for there being no difference in price between sustainably and
non-sustainably produced laptops, none stands out primayfascia as a sole explanation. Rather, the validity of each of these
hypotheses supports the notion that a complex mix of factors may underlie the results. What is clear however is that more
research is needed.

8. Implications and future research

The managerial implications of this research are the delineation of a range of managerial stances towards environmen-
tally friendly sustainable laptops and by inference a wide range of IT products. We see that ‘going green’ and becoming ‘sus-
tainable’ may be more than ethics or good marketing – making the shift may have efficiency and competitive benefits
translating to real business benefits (Doherty and Terry, 2009). However, given the growing importance of this topic in
the minds of both government and consumers, sustainable IT products are likely to become an established trend. Further-
more there is clearly an opportunity to tout the sustainable credentials of IT products and signal higher value. Indeed if
we look beyond Windows based laptops, there is evidence of this strategy. Apple has successfully leveraged its EPEAT Gold
rating to promote the sustainable credentials of its laptop range. In fact, Apple has gone far beyond EPEAT Gold to include
100% recyclable aluminum laptop cases, extended life batteries and a host of other sustainability innovations. Clearly Apple
management feel there is the potential to signal differentiation in the area of sustainability.

This leads to the research implications of this paper. Given that Apple is promoting its green credentials; future research
could include the Apple range of laptops in the sample so as to explore the price corollaries of their strategy. The next phase
would be to broaden the consideration set to include a range of IT products beyond laptops. A further refinement would be to
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compare consumer and non-consumer IT products; one may postulated that the ‘‘sustainability” of IT solutions may vary in
terms of desirably and in terms of motivation to business and consumer markets.

From the production perspective, research to understand the implications and benefits to be derived from shared green
and sustainability standards would build on established research on other open IT standards and standards organizations
(Markus et al., 2006). From a theoretical perspective, a deeper understanding of the motivations that drive sustainable pro-
duction on the one hand and sustainable consumption on the other is clearly needed for IT products. The work of Tsao et al.
(2006) which considers laptop brands as signals in an experimental setting could serve as a starting point to look at EPEAT
ratings as a signal of sustainability. Finally, from the perspective of the business, the impacts of sustainability as a new
dimension of IS strategy and the impact of this on both the strategy process (Galliers, 2007) and a disruptive force to be rec-
onciled (Weick, 1990) warrant further investigation.

However, perhaps the most intriguing area for exploration that this research highlights is a more sophisticated under-
standing of the dynamics of the free market and the commons. The question of how to integrate individual-level wealth cre-
ation, with collective-level thinking and coordination is cogent; for only through individual innovation will the tragedy of the
commons be transformed into the munificence of the collective.

9. Conclusion

Today, the portable computer or notebook is no longer an accessory; it is part of the very fabric of modern life. Yet recent
analysis suggests that these machines’ environmental impact is substantial and unsustainable. Drawing on the framework of
the ‘tragedy of the commons’ we hypothesis that as manufacturers shift costs away from the commons to comply with sus-
tainability standards, the cost to the consumer would inevitably rise.

To test this hypothesis we explored the market price of ‘sustainable’ notebooks. We tested our hypothesis by comparing
the prices of EPEAT Gold certified notebooks with uncertified systems and found no significant difference. These results led
us to propose three alternative hypotheses to explain this outcome. We conclude by speculating that there may be a complex
mixture of factors driving the pricing strategies of sustainable notebooks. Further research is needed to understand these
mechanisms and their outcomes.

Appendix A. Eco-label providers

Eco-label URL Region Overview Rating type

EPEAT http://www.epeat.net/ USA A system to help purchasers
evaluate, compare and select
electronic products based on their
environmental attributes. The
system currently covers desktop
and laptop computers,
workstations and computer
monitors. EPEAT is based on the
IEEE 1680 family of standards for
electronic product environmental
assessment. Desktops, laptops
and monitors that meet 23
required environmental
performance criteria may be
registered in EPEAT by their
manufacturers. Registered
products are rated Gold, Silver or
Bronze depending on the
percentage of 28 optional criteria
they meet above the baseline
criteria. EPEAT operates an
ongoing verification program to
assure the credibility of the
registry

Environment

(continued on next page)
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Appendix A (continued)

Eco-label URL Region Overview Rating type

ENERGY STAR http://www.energystar.gov/ USA ENERGY STAR certified computers
meet energy use guidelines in
three distinct operating modes:
standby, active, and sleep modes.
ENERGY STAR qualified
computers must also have a more
efficient internal power supply

Energy

EcoLogo http://www.ecologo.org/en/ North
America

Provides customers – public,
corporate and consumer – with
assurance that the products and
services bearing the logo meet
stringent standards of
environmental leadership

Environment

Eco flower http://ec.europa.eu/environment/
ecolabel/index_en.htm

EU It is a voluntary scheme designed
to encourage businesses to
market products and services that
are kinder to the environment
and for European consumers –
including public and private
purchasers – to easily identify
them

Environment

Blue angel http://www.blauer-engel.de/en/
index.php

Germany Awarded to companies as kind of
a reward for their commitment to
environmental protection. They
use it to professionally promote
their eco-friendly products in the
market

Environment

TCO
development

http://www.tcodevelopment.com/ Sweden TCO labelling requirements
include low energy consumption
and restrictions in the use of
environmentally hazardous
substances. TCO-labelled product
must meet specific ergonomic,
picture quality and sound quality
requirements. In addition, its
noise level and electrical and
magnetic fields must be kept to a
defined minimum

Energy
hazardous
mtls usability

Nordic swan http://www.svanen.nu/Eng/ Norway,
Sweden,
Denmark,
Finland,
Iceland

Nordic ecolabelling has the
commission to promote a more
sustainable consumerism with
the goal of creating a sustainable
society. This is done by a
voluntary license system where
the applicant agrees to follow a
certain criteria set outlined by the
Nordic ecolabelling in
cooperation with stakeholders.
These criteria include
environmental, quality and health
arguments. The criteria levels
promote products and services
belonging to the most
environmentally sound and take
into account factors such as free
trade and proportionality (cost vs.
benefits)

Environment
social impacts
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Appendix A (continued)

Eco-label URL Region Overview Rating type

Eco mark http://www.ecomark.jp/english/ Japan Certification criteria for every
product category takes the
environment, the life stage
(resource extraction,
manufacture, distribution, use,
disposal, recycling) of products
into consideration. By indicating
Eco Mark on a product it is
certified as being useful for
environmental preservation. Also
for consumers who wish to be in
environmental – friendly living
condition can make choice of
products more easily

Environmental

Green seal http://www.greenseal.org/ US Provides science-based
environmental certification
standards that are credible,
transparent, and essential in an
increasingly educated and
competitive marketplace. Our
industry knowledge and
standards help manufacturers,
purchasers, and end users alike
make responsible choices that
positively impact business
behavior and improve quality of
life

Environmental

Climate
savers

http://
www.climatesaverscomputing.org/
about/tech-specs/

US Members commit to specifying
systems that meet or exceed the
latest ENERGY STAR specification
for a majority of their corporate
personal computer and volume
server purchases. In addition to
fulfilling purchase requirements,
members also commit to use
computer power management
features whenever possible

Energy

Note: All overviews are adapted from the Eco-label web site’s self descriptions.
Additional eco-labels can be found at: http://www.globalecolabelling.net/ and http://ec.europa.eu/environment/ecolabel/
other/int_ecolabel_en.htm.
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From mummers to new media: captivity,
liberation, and the church of life
after shopping
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With the rise of new media, it is easy to overlook, not only old media but also mummery—the arcane medium of the
flesh—street performances, stage shows, plays, and carnivals. In this paper, we look at the case of Reverend Billy and
the Church of Life After Shopping. We begin by re‐introducing the term ‘mummer’ as a traditional medium of
expression and conceptually locate it relative to both old and new media. We then provide a brief introduction to
captivity narrative studies, specifically looking at the role of humor in providing aesthetic freedom in incarceration.
Reverend Billy and the Church of Life After Shopping serve as our case study to show how humor can be used to
liberate citizens’ thinking around the three Cs of American political ideology: church, capitalism, and consumption;
and to highlight how Reverend adroitly integrates the medium mummery, old media, and new media into a unified
whole to free consumers from the dominant ideology of US political interlocution. We conclude by offering ways to
extend and elaborate upon this research.
• Mummery
• Captivity studies
• New media
Copyright © 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

‘And if you would stop and watch and listen …
… Heaven, this is Heaven’ The Mummers1

‘There’s cancer in the mud in the promised
land’Reverend Billy2

EXORDIUM

Fromholy hexes onbanks to exorcisms of credit cards
and from the Shopocalypse tour to the onlineHour of
Power, Reverend Billy has us laughing at ourselves
and our socio‐political system; and after the laughter
has subsided, we begin to reflect upon what we
take for normality. ‘I’m a song‐and‐dance‐man type

of political person. I’m not an anarchist with a
Molotov‐cocktail. I do want to use imagery and
language that changes the way people look at
things,’ Bill Talen, alias Reverend Billy, states in an
interview with Dietmar Post (2006). Reverend Billy
and his gospel choir are a New York City‐based
activist performance group focused on issues of
sustainability. Touring across the USA and abroad
as the Church of Stop Shopping or, more recently,
as the Church of Life After Shopping, Reverend
Billy and his church have become celebrities in the
anti‐consumerism and anti‐capitalism movements.
Their street performances, shopping interventions,
and on‐stage revival events represent a specific
form of political satire, in which they blur the line
between church and theater to ridicule and attack
consumerism, capitalism, and even the church
itself. By binding together seemingly disparate
elements, Reverend Billy and his troupe lampoon
contemporary political discourse and make people
aware of the follies and dangers of consumer
culture to society. Their seriocomic performances
are a self‐reflective, and therefore highly effective,

*Correspondence to: Pierre Berthon, Bentley University, 175
Forest Street, Waltham, MA 02451, USA.
E‐mail: pberthon@bentley.edu
1From the song ‘This is Heaven’, The Mummers (2009) ‘A Tale to
Tell’, Big Bass Drum. www.themummers.co.uk
2Reverend Billy putting a ‘Holy Hex’ on JPMorgan Chase, Easter
Sunday 2010 for the bank’s funding of mountaintop removal in
Appalachia.
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form of art. It is political theater at its best, full of
irony, derision, and wit.

Indeed, with all the hoopla around new media, it
is easy to overlook mummery—the time‐honored
medium of the flesh. Street theater has manifest
power to question and subvert; it has the ability to
amuse and motivate. In this article, we explore the
phenomenon of Reverend Billy and the Church of
Life After Shopping. The case offers scholars
important insights into how humor can be em-
ployed to question the political status quo and how
to integrate the medium of the flesh with the
medium of the virtual. Our paper is set out as
follows: first, we re‐introduce the term ‘mummer’
as a traditional medium of expression and concep-
tually locate it relative to both old and new media.
Second, we provide a brief introduction to captivity
narrative studies, specifically looking at the role of
humor in providing aesthetic freedom in incarcer-
ation. Third, we review the case of Reverend Billy
and the Church of Life After Shopping’s use of
humor to liberate citizens’ thinking around the
three Cs of American political ideology: church,
capitalism, and consumption. Fourth, we explore
the Reverend’s adroit integration of the medium
mummery, old media, and new media into an
integrated whole. We conclude by offering ways to
extend and elaborate upon this research.

FROM MUMMERS TO NEW MEDIA

New media, they are everywhere and nowhere; if
you’re not on them, you do exist, and yet your
existence is immaterial. ‘New media’ is the generic
term for digitized, networked content. It takes
traditional media content (text, pictures, film, music,
etc.), renders them into bits and bytes, and allows
anyone with a network connection and computing
device to interact, share, comment, and create with
and upon them. Whereas old media are broadcast
and hierarchical, the newmedia are characterized by
interaction and heterarchy. Newmedia, especially in
their latest incarnations of Web 2.0 and social media,
see a shift in focus of place, power, and production
away from the specific firm to the globally distrib-
uted citizen (see Pitt and Berthon, 2011).

With all the elation and hagiography around
new media, one may be forgiven for assuming that
old media were dead and that live performance
(the oldest of media) is something that only
historians wrote about. In reality, this is far from
the truth; ironically, as networked digitization has
vaporized the ability to monetize content, the role
of live performance has never been more critical.
For example, most music artists today make the
majority of money not from CDs (which are
infinitely duplicable and distributable) but through
live performance (each of which is unique and very
tangible) (e.g., Kulash, 2010).

The tradition of live performance predates all
other media and until recently (in historical terms)
was the dominant medium by which people were
taught, informed, and entertained. In medieval
Europe, troupes of actors, singers, and performers
known as mummers3 performed in streets, on
stages, in public houses, and in wealthy households
and courts. The key characteristic of these groups of
performing mummers was that they were dressed
up as characters—both mythical and contemporary,
fictional and factual; moreover, these disguises were
often in the form of caricature. Mummers both
acted and parodied; with their roots in carnival,
they questioned and subverted the status quo (cf.
Bakhtin, 1984). Through humor and parody, the
process of mummery is an act of questioning and
liberating people from the hegemony of received
life (cf. Kennedy, 2007).
So whereas new media may be the darling of the

digirati4 (Markoff, 1992), it is traditional mummery
with its visceral embodiment and its physical as
well as conceptual interactivity that is bringing in
the money. Indeed, mummery, new media, and old
media serve as very distinctive, yet potentially
complementary species of media. The three media
are differentiated in a number of ways but primarily
on two dimensions: visceral versus virtual and
interactive versus broadcast. This is summarized in
our model of media differentiation presented in
Figure 1wheremummery and newmedia are similar
in terms of their interactivity and different in the
nature of their embodiment. New and old media are
similar in terms of their global broadcast potential
but different in the degree of interactivity.Mummery
and old media are differentiated in terms of both
interaction and embodiment.
Having re‐introduced mummery into the media

pantheon, we are almost in a position to turn to
our case study. However, first we need to explore the
theoretical dynamics of captivity, liberty, and humor.

CAPTIVITY, LIBERATION, AND HUMOR

Captivity narrative studies provide us with useful
insights into the dynamics of captivity, liberty, and
humor. Although the term ‘captivity narratives’ has
long been considered synonymous with American
Indian Captivity Narratives, an established and
well‐researched genre in American Literature, the
emerging field of captivity narrative studies casts
the net much wider to include ‘any and all
narratives of captivity and confinement,’ such as

3The word mummer comes from the German mummermeaning a
‘disguised person’ and vermummen meaning ‘to wrap up, to
disguise, to mask ones faces’. Mummers were also known as
‘guisers’ as the performers were dressed up as characters and
caricatures—they were in ‘disguise’.
4Digirati is a portmanteau of ‘digital’ and ‘literati’.
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‘slave narratives, spiritual autobiographies, Barbary
captivity narratives, hostage accounts, POW stories,
Indian boarding school autobiographies, convent
captivity narratives, and even UFO abduction
stories’ (Derounian‐Stodola, 2008). Captivity, as
Derounian‐Stodola points out, holds ‘rhetorical
power … in American culture’ (Derounian‐Stodola,
1999), and ‘[T]he term “captivity narrative” is a
particularly elastic one’ (Derounian‐Stodola, 2009). In
fact, the term ‘captivity narrative’ has recently been
replaced by ‘confinement narrative’—considered
a ‘more transhistorical and culturally neutral’
term—to involve all texts about the difficult path
from ‘personal confinement to eventual freedom’
(Derounian‐Stodola, 2008). Although it might seem
to be daring to expand the once narrowly defined
genre of the captivity narrative even further to
incorporate the rhetoric of anti‐consumerism, it
proves helpful.

In the rhetoric of the traditional captivity narra-
tive, captivity does not necessarily mean the
opposite of freedom, although in the genre, texts
routinely start with the description of a violent
act of capture followed by a period of confinement
under harrowing conditions. Capture by Native
Americans meant the forced separation from one’s
family, one’s community, and one’s culture of origin.
The Euro‐American cultural frame of reference
suddenly proved inadequate, resulting in captives’
loss of ‘self‐possession’ and agency. Captives were
no longer in charge of their own fate; they stopped
‘owning themselves,’ and their condition became
one of existential alienation:

One’s own culture, one’s own family, one’s own
gender, that whole complex of Anglo‐American
culture one inherited by being raised on the
American continent, was brought into relief. All
that was otherwise understood as given, true, and
‘natural’ required reexamination of the ethnic—
that is, cultural—origins of society. (Namias, 1993)

The promise of redemption, then, was the promise
of being returned to self‐ownership—which, in

historical reality, meant a return to a familiar
framework of cultural references, such as one’s place
in the patriarchal household or a Protestant church
pew. In the Puritan captivity narrative, there is
something to prove—keeping your piece of the
covenant with a God who has promised to look out
for your people; this is what constituted one’s ‘real’
self, which, of course, is a created, culturally and
religiously embedded self. It is not the promise of
freedom, nor self‐determination (there was Predes-
tination!), but some sort of promise of ‘being at home
with yourself’ (and others like yourself). It is,
however, a spiritual promise, to which your material
circumstances are secondary. This rhetoric, despite
its religious roots, is realistic because it recognizes
the dependent condition of all humans—whether
captive or ‘free’.
The captivity narrative literature identifies a

number of mechanisms by which captives have
sought to free themselves. Obviously, there is the
goal of physical freedom, but as important, if not
more so, is the aim of mental or aesthetic freedom.
One mechanism that can be found in a number of
confinement stories is the use of humor (e.g.
Bettelheim, 1953; Naughton, 1975). Indeed, humor
can provide freedom in captivity (e.g. Frankl, 1946/
1997). More generally, humor is most manifest in the
political sphere where it is often the case that persons
with a sense of humor escape control. Thus, oppres-
sive regimes throughout history and across the world
have sought to censure the use of humor in the public
sphere (Morreall, 1983). As Lord Shaftesbury wrote,

‘the natural free spirits of ingenious men, if
imprisoned or controlled, will find other ways of
motion to relieve themselves in their constraint;
and whether it be burlesque, mimicry or buffoon-
ery, theywill be glad at any rate to vent themselves,
and be revenged on their constrainers … ’Tis the
persecuting spirit has raised the bantering one.’
(quoted in Morreall, 1983, p. 101)

Humor, with its liberating potential, has fasci-
nated philosophers from Plato to Wittgenstein.

Figure 1 Model of media differentiation. Differentiating media—mummery, old and new media

From mummers to new media
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Schopenhauer (1818/2010) argued that humor frees
because it violates what is supposed to be the
inviolable—rationality and the pre‐given order of
things. Indeed, he argues that a sense of humor was
humankind’s sole divine quality. Not only does
humor violate the inviolable but also provides
distance and perspective (cf. Morreall, 1986),
enabling us to question the status quo no matter
how inevitable it may seem. In short, humor
provides cognitive and emotional space to reflect
and question; it allows the fish to discover water.
Various theories exist about the precise cognitive
mechanisms by which humor frees. These range
from superiority to relief to incongruity to play
(e.g. Critchley, 2002). However, for our purpose,
the mechanism is secondary to the effect: an aes-
thetic liberation from conceptual captivity. At
which point we turn to our humorous savior—
Reverend Billy.

REVEREND BILLY AND THE HOLY CS

The ideology of mainstream US politics, Democrat,
Republican, or independent, is underpinned by three
sacrosanct shibboleths—the three Cs of American
discourse: church, capitalism, and consumption.
This holy trinity is the bedrock of mainstream
political life (cf. Connolly, 2005, 2008). Against these
forces of evil, one man stands—Reverend Billy.
‘The faith that dominates the planet is not

Catholicism, it’s not Muslims, it’s not Buddhists—
it’s consumerism. The biggest by far. It is an
organized religion.’ Bill Talen said in an interview
with Dietmar Post (2006). Talen had lived in San
Francisco where he was a popular actor and one of
the founders of Life on the Water, a small avant‐
garde theater. When the company broke up, he
moved to New York City. Residing in Hell’s
Kitchen, Talen became a close witness to the nearby
large‐scale remodeling that changed the Times
Square area in the 1990s. The clean‐up campaign,
launched by Mayor Giuliani, was hotly contested.
Proponents argued that it made the neighborhood
cleaner and safer; opponents—Talen among them—
criticized the resulting homogenization and ‘Dis-
neyfication’ of the neighborhood. Watching old
businesses being shut down to make room for
upscale venues and tourist attractions enraged
Talen. The enduring presence of a colorful array of
street preachers in the area sermonizing to anyone
who would listen provided the inspiration from
which ‘Reverend Billy’ was born. In 1996, Bill Talen
first took on the role, and, wearing a clerical collar
and a white waiter’s jacket, he started preaching on
the sidewalks of New York City. Contrary to the
‘real’ street preachers who targeted Times Square
because of its reputation for sin, Talen was inspired
to preach against a new evil that spread with the
area’s makeover: consumerism.

From this turmoil, what had started as a one‐man
street show quickly grew into a full‐fledged theater
performance, with a gospel choir and band. Draw-
ing on ‘theater, humor, and grassroots organizing,’
the ensemble intends ‘to advance individuals and
communities towards amore equitable future.’ They
collaborate with ‘citizens, grassroots organizations
and progressive visionaries to produce dynamic,
informed public campaigns that enact our core
values—participatory democracy, ecological sus-
tainability, and the preservation of vibrant commu-
nities and local economies’ (www.revbilly.com).
At first glance, the character of Reverend Billy

does not seem a likely choice for Bill Talen, who
grew up in a family of Dutch Calvinists in the
Midwest and rejected Calvinist doctrines early on in
life. ‘I was traumatized by anything that resembled
Christianity’, he says about the effects of his Dutch–
Calvinist upbringing (Post, 2006). Disguising him-
self as Reverend Billy has, however, proven highly
effective because it allowed Talen to draw upon,
play with, and subvert the expectations raised by a
preacher figure and a church‐like setting. By
imitating a minister and deliberately exaggerating
the distinctive features of his role, he not only
produces a comic effect but also manages to voice
strong criticism and make it palpable for his
audiences.
Talen credits the Reverend Sidney Lanier, an

Episcopal minister with a theater background, with
having been the main force behind the creation of
Reverend Billy. Lanier recognized Talen’s talent for
words and persuasive speech. He saw him, as he
reveals in an interview, as a ‘Calvinist preacher in
disguise’—eloquent, witty, and with an ‘inescapable
social conscience’ (Cloutier and Coe, 2008a, 2008b).
Together they brought about a new and unique
form of performance art and created what Lanier
terms ‘this theology comic’ (Cloutier and Coe,
2008a, 2008b) of Reverend Billy and the Church of
Stop Shopping. It made sense because Calvinist
ideas, which Talen has rejected as ‘insulting’ and
‘mean‐spirited’ (Post), are a part of corporate
culture. ‘The idea of predestination’, Talen says, ‘is
social conditioning that’s most brutal and, of
course, the Calvinist tradition is very much a part
of the corporate CEO world view and ethos’ (Post).
Reverend Billy claims authority in order to

subvert it. This is particularly effective because
historically, the Church has condemned affluence.
Its emphasis has always been on spirituality, not on
materialism. By satirizing the church, Reverend
Billy exposes the disconnection between consumer
culture, driven by money and the desire to hoard
material goods, and the soul, conceived as an
immaterial entity. As Jonathan Kalb rightly ob-
serves, ‘Talen co‐opts the persona of a right‐wing
televangelist and uses it to awaken spiritual
hungers in his ostensibly impious audiences’
(2001, p. 163).
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Talen’s shopping interventions disclose the true
nature of consumerism by exposing its lack of
sensitivity toward the true needs of the people. Big
corporations are exposed as soulless agents of
unrestricted consumerism, invading people’s lives,
and depriving them of their soul. Consumerism is
unmasked as a distraction from the real purposes of
life. The underlying message to the audience is that
people should take good care of their souls.

Reverend Billy and the Church of Stop Shopping
have received mixed reactions from their audience.
Whereas most people approve of their actions,
some feel offended by their use of the church
repertoire. ‘This is stupid. They are insulting the
church. They should be ashamed to represent the
Lord like this,’ one spectator comments at one of
their street performances in New York City (Post,
2006). Regardless of whether people are offended or
not, Talen has achieved his goals—to make them
think, to start a discussion.

REVEREND BILLY AND THE MIRACLE OF
THE MEDIUM

Reverend Billy is a classic case study on the
integration of different media. Beginning in the flesh,
with the tools of the traditional mummer, and ending
with ascension into cyberspace armed with the
weapons of new media, Reverend Billy and his
Church leverage the full gamut of media tomaximize
their impact. Next, we explore the Reverend’s
employment of mummery, old media and new
media, and the interrelationships among them.

Mummery

Consumption is a physical act, and Reverend Billy
meets the phenomenon at the same level—by
taking to the streets and shopping malls of America
to meet people and spread the word. Embodied as a
preacher, with full choir in tow, Billy Talen is a
modern‐day mummer. Using a host of rites and
rituals borrowed from the church, from exorcism to
miracles, Reverend Billy evangelizes his message.
He casts out demons from cash‐point machines,
absolves people of their shopping sins, and raises
dead purchases through recycling and repurposing.
His choir exhorts consumers to confront their
turpitude, see the light, and be reborn; a catechism
of frugality and responsibility (both to other hu-
mans and to the planet) is intoned. In a recent high‐
profile act on Easter Sunday 2010, Reverend Billy
and his congregation descended on a prominent
New York branch of JPMorgan Chase. After the
choir performed the ‘mystery channeling of money’
(also known as bank customers withdrawing their
money), Reverend Billy placed a ‘holy hex’ on the
capitalist establishment for funding of mountain-
top removal in Appalachia for cheap coal. His

subsequent arrest by the police added further
humor to the satire (cf. Huffington Post, 2010). In
short, Reverend Billy, through his mummery
performances, has converted countless consumers
into apostles, and many more comatose consumers
into thinking citizens.

Old media

Now, mummery has its advantages and disadvan-
tages—the flesh is limited by both time and space;
no amount of embodied evangelism can bring
about the scale of change that the Church of Life
After Shopping seeks. Thus, Reverend Billy has
taken to old media, and old media have taken to
Billy. His arrest for placing a holy hex on JPMorgan
Chase drew worldwide coverage, but, it was but
one in a long line of media‐friendly escapades. The
Reverend and his choir have been featured on
numerous high‐profile news broadcasts (CNN,
NBC, ABC) and talk shows (the Tonight Show).
They have been featured in radio programs, and
numerous high‐profile newspapers and magazines
have run features on the man, the church, and the
message. Moreover, in 2009, Billy and his backers
produced a highly successful independent film:
‘What would Jesus Buy?’ which then spawned a
number of books around the phenomenon (e.g.
Talen, 2007). In conclusion, Reverend Billy has
leveraged old media to amplify and scale the
evangelical message of his Church. Old media have
taken mummery global.

New media

With all of their benefits, old media also have their
limitations. They are top–down, stone‐deaf, and
render the audience passive recipients. Enter their
savior: new media. As mentioned earlier, new
media have certain unique and emergent charac-
teristics (see Berthon et al., 2005) that combine
elements of mummery (for example, interactivity)
with those of old media (for example, global
reach). However, unlike mummery, interaction in
new media is scalable and provides both network
effects and lock‐in (cf. Berthon et al., 2003). It is
these features that Reverend Billy has utilized to
further spread his message and critically turn the
message into action on a broad scale. Echoing
material from old media, Reverend Billy’s YouTube
videos have collectively tallied around half a
million views, and perhaps more importantly,
reams of commentary. A website (www.rebilly.com),
a blog, a Facebook page (http://www.facebook.
com/pages/Reverend‐Billy‐Talen/173744130973?
ref=ts), a MySpace music page (http://www.
myspace.com/churchofstopshopping), and a Twitter
feed all provideReverendBillywith further platforms
from which to scale his interactive evangelism. The
potential link between cyberspace and heaven has not

From mummers to new media
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gone unnoticed by scholars (see Wertheim, 1999).
Billy has built with bits what is costly with bricks:
a Cyber Chapel, and he has inaugurated a Stop
Shopping Order of Digital Mysteries. This Internet
presence has enabled Billy to leverage the power of
creative consumers (Berthon et al., 2008) to become
evangelists of his word by creating mashups of
Billy interviews and film clips, retweeting his
tweets, and blogging about him. Even academics
have gotten in on the scene—writing articles about
him (e.g. Hindley, 2010).

Indeed, the virtual world has come full circle to
the real. Reverend Billy’s online community regu-
larly reaches out to him in the real world where he
is called on to baptize children, marry couples, and
provide eulogies. Endorsed by the Green Party,
Reverend Billy ran for mayor of New York in 2009
against Rudy Giuliani. Reverend Billy’s use of the
three realms of mummery, old and new media is
summarized in Figure 2.

CONCLUSIONS AND ELUSIONS: AVE
MEDIA

Mummery, old media, and new media provide a
cornucopia of research opportunities. Humor, hell,
and heaven provide a paradise of potential per-
plexes, the three Cs—church, capitalism, and
consumption—a catacomb of conundrums. In this
paper, we have shown, on the one hand, how
humor can liberate by deconstructing and problem-
atizing the pillars of political discourse and, on
the other hand, how media from ancient to modern
can be leveraged and linked to achieve this goal.
Reverend Billy is a Knight Templar raising a sword
forged in mummery, old media, and new media in
his fight to raise the issues of capitalism and
consumption to the fore of political discourse.

Future research might extend the analysis of
captivity, drawing on the wide captivity narrative
literature. For the rhetoric of anti‐consumerism is
in danger of overpromising; it advertises a kind
of ‘freedom’ that is—and will always remain—an
illusion. In the anti‐consumerism rhetoric, con-
sumerism represents a captivity scenario with

people succumbing to market forces and indulging
in consumption and materialism. In the ‘tradition-
al’ captivity stories, the prime targets for captors
are children because they can easily be accultu-
rated. Likewise, infants or infantilized adults are
the prime targets of consumer culture (Barber,
2008). ‘For consumer capitalism to prevail you
must make kids consumers or make consumer
kids,’ Benjamin Barber argues (Barber, 2008).
Adults who succumb to infantilization (Barber,
2008) become easy targets and victims (captives) of
consumerism instead of agents of their own fate.
All life, starting in early childhood, has become
conquered territory overruled by ‘corporate pre-
dators’ (Barber, 2008) and governed by the rules of
unrestricted consumption. People are induced to
‘remain childish and impetuous in their taste’
because it ‘helps ensure that they will buy the
global market goods designed for indolent and
prosperous youth’ (Barber, 2008).
In conclusion, the relationship between thesis and

antithesis—consumption and anti‐consumption,
captivity, and liberty—will always remain prob-
lematic because they constitute each other. In the
same way, although we often think of media as
being distinct, they are not—mummery, old media,
and new media are inextricably linked in both
embodiment and concept.
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ABSTRACT

Companies spend millions of dollars researching consumers, con-
sumer attitudes to brands, and consumer uses of products. Yet the
irony is that consumers are now doing this research themselves and
posting their material to video-sharing sites such as YouTube. In 
this paper we argue that the BASIC IDS framework (Cohen, 1999) 
for dimensional qualitative research can be used to deconstruct 
consumer-generated videos to yield valuable insights into the para-
doxes of consumer–service interactions. One category of service that
has gained huge media attention of late, and yet is poorly understood,
is the phenomenon of online social networks. Using three consumer-
generated ads about the social networking site Facebook, we explore
the paradoxes of consumer–service interaction, namely consumers’
ambivalent attitudes to the service, how the consumer uses and is
used by the service, how the service both facilitates behavior and
changes behavior, and how the service mediates social interactions
yet drives social actors. Finally, we locate the findings in terms of the
wider context of Gen Y and the digital revolution, specify limitations,
and cite implications and avenues for future research. © 2011 Wiley
Periodicals, Inc.

Psychology & Marketing, Vol. 28(10): 1044–1060 (October 2011)
View this article online at wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/mar
© 2011 Wiley Periodicals, Inc. DOI: 10.1002/mar.20427

1044



UNVEILING VIDEOS: CONSUMER-GENERATED ADS AS QUALITATIVE INQUIRY
Psychology & Marketing  DOI: 10.1002/mar

1045

When we fall in love

We’re just falling

In love with ourselves

We’re spiraling

We’re tumbling down

We’re spiraling

Tied up to the ground

We’re spiraling

—Keane

Social network sites such as Facebook, MySpace, and the video-hosting site
YouTube are the phenomenon of the age (Grossman, 2007). Facebook alone has
over 750 million active users (as of July, 2011), more than the population of all 
but a few of the world’s nations (see http://www.facebook.com/ press/info.php?sta-
tistics&_fb_noscript�1). Seldom has an innovation had such rapid social and cul-
tural resonance, or explosive growth among teens and young adults (Boyd &
Ellison, 2007). Indeed, the digital social network is perhaps the sine qua non of the
Millennials, Generation Y, or the Me Generation. While much media attention
has been focused on the topic of social networks—perhaps because of the large sums
paid by firms such as Google to buy into these networks (Caplan, 2006), and the
keen interest by industry to understand and leverage the potential power of social
networks (see Li & Bernoff, 2008; Gillin, 2009)—academic research and specifi-
cally research by marketing scholars into the phenomenon is still in its nascent
stages.

In this paper we examine the relationship between Gen Y and social net-
works, and address the research question: “What is the relationship between con-
sumers and Facebook?” While this may appear prima facie a somewhat simplistic
question, we suggest otherwise. The Me Generation is primarily “outer directed”
(Riesman, 2003); that is, they take their cues from their social environment and
continually reinvent themselves accordingly. For Gen Y, their environment is
the social network. Moreover, technologies are embodiments of social and cul-
tural environments, rather than simply their instruments (cf. Edwards, 1995).
Social networks have shaped and are shaped by Gen Y as they create new forms
of social interaction. Facebook is culture; Facebook is, indeed, society to Gen Y.

We address this phenomenon with an innovative methodology. Traditionally,
researchers watch, interview, and even intervene to understand consumers,
their attitudes, and uses of products and services. Yet increasingly—and espe-
cially among Gen Y—consumer–creators are now becoming both researcher and
subject, developing their own narratives (ads) and posting them to video-sharing
sites such as YouTube, where they are in turn consumed, commented on, and
responded to. However, this material is in a format that requires interpreta-
tion: The messages are implicit, enfolded into often quite tangential narratives.

Therefore, in this paper we use the BASIC IDS framework (Cohen, 1999) for
dimensional qualitative research to deconstruct consumer-generated videos.
Specifically, we explore consumers’ ambivalent attitudes to social networks, how
the consumer uses and is used by the service, how the service both facilitates
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behavior and changes behavior, how the service mediates and facilitates social
interactions yet distances social actors, and how the service helps consumers plan
actions in advance and make sense of them in retrospect. We then take a broad
view of the process to develop a generalized approach to dimensional qualita-
tive research of consumer-generated ads.

To answer our research question—“What is the relationship between con-
sumers and Facebook?”—we proceed as follows: First, we outline the phenom-
enon of social networks, Facebook, YouTube, and Generation Y. We argue that
people of the book have become people of the screen; the image has replaced
the word. Second, we outline our methodology—video as qualitative inquiry—
and unpack the levels of hermeneutic inquiry in the research. Third, we briefly
review our interpretive lens, the BASIC IDS framework, and apply it to three
popular YouTube videos on consumers’ relationships as mediated by Facebook,
from which an integrative model is inducted. Finally, we discuss the implications
of our findings for consumer research and marketing practice.

The Research Question

Our research question is, “What is the relationship between consumers and
Facebook?” We specifically look at interpersonal relationships—friendship 
and dating—exploring issues such as “Does Facebook change interpersonal rela-
tionships?” In this sense we focus on consumers’ relationships as mediated by
Facebook or other social network sites and the dynamics of dating and partner-
seeking.

THEORY

In this section we briefly review the literature on the three elements of our
research: first, the phenomenon under scrutiny, namely social networks and
Gen Y; second, the methodology we employ, that is to say, consumer-generated
ads and video as qualitative inquiry; and third, the lens we utilize to make sense
of the data—the BASICS IDS framework. We conclude the section by pulling
together phenomena, methodology, and interpretive framework with a model
of the hermeneutic levels of the research—an important reflexive praxis of any
qualitative research project.

The Phenomenon: Gen Y and Social Networks

Gen Y, the Me Generation, Millennials, or the Echo Boomers are the children of
the developed world’s postwar baby boom generation. They have fascinated
researchers, as they appear to exhibit quite distinct differences from their fore-
bears (e.g. Trunk, 2007). Due to growing up in somewhat “absent” families—
where divorce, both parents working, and lack of an extended family are
common—Gen Y are more influenced by their peer group than by parents, gov-
ernments, or corporations. As a result, Gen Y tend to define themselves through
the eyes of their compatriots, are highly image conscious, and use brands and
media to define their self-identities. Also referred to as “digital natives,” Gen Y
has never known a world without computers, the Internet, or ubiquitous 
and instantaneous communications, and thus expects instant gratification and
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participation in all aspects of life. Its members are not passive observers but
active constructors of their online worlds—and their online and offline worlds
are increasingly defined thorough social network services.

Social network services such as Facebook, MySpace, and YouTube offer online
communities to people who share common interests and activities (Boyd & Ellison,
2007). Most social networks are Web-based and provide a variety of ways for
users to interact—e-mail, video, instant messaging, blogs, and bulletin boards
or walls. Gen Y has been the primary driver and adopter of such sites (Tancer,
2007), with 96% of U.S. tweens and teens having used social networking tech-
nologies, and 71% of online U.S. tweens and teens connecting to a social net-
work at least once a week (Marketing Charts, 2007).

On such sites, participants have to essentially create themselves into digital
existence through content and connections. This is essentially a narrative act built
using text, pictures, and video. Connections are explicitly declared and broad-
cast. The user divulges as much (or as little) information about themselves as
they want, including personal details and relationship status, and continually
update photographs, videos, and the status of what they are doing at the moment.
Interestingly, in this medium the demarcation between public and private is
eroding, as is the distinction between inner and outer: Gen Y is their Facebook
page (e.g., Hernandez, 2008). For many younger Facebook users, the medium has
also replaced conventional e-mail, as they use Facebook’s messaging service and
walls to communicate with their friends and further define themselves.

METHODOLOGY: VIDEO AS QUALITATIVE ENQUIRY

Consumer-Generated Video

If text was the medium of the analog era, video is the medium of the digital age.
The people of the book are being superseded by the people of the screen (Rosen,
2008). The consumer-generated video is the embodiment of this. Vlogs and 
consumer-generated ads have proved fantastically popular—influencing presi-
dential races, making superstars of unknowns, and ruining the careers of the
duplicitous (Berthon, Pitt, & Campbell, 2008). However, the video is not just about
communication with others; just like the written word, consumer-generated videos
are about people trying to understand who and what they are (cf. Thompson,
2009). As the diary was a way for people to make sense of themselves and the
world, so is the video. This is what makes consumer generated videos such a
potentially rich vein of research information.

Thus, just as digitally empowered consumers have in many instances taken
control of product design, production, and promotion (see Berthon et al., 2007;
Deighton & Kornfeld, 2007; Muñiz & Schau, 2007), they are now unwittingly pro-
ducing their own research. So while firms spend millions of dollars investigat-
ing consumers, their attitudes to brands, and their uses of products and services,
consumers are increasingly doing this research themselves and posting their find-
ings and materials to video-sharing sites such as YouTube.Firms are waking to the
opportunity this provides (see Li & Bernoff, 2008; http://www.facebook.com/ vspink)
yet social scientists in general, and marketing scholars in particular, are seemingly
unaware of it. While the simple answer might be that these phenomena are still
relatively new, two more fundamental reasons might be that, first, these videos
are not labeled research—they are more commonly known as consumer-generated
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ads or videos; and second, they are in a format that needs interpretation: The
messages are implicit, enfolded into often quite tangential narratives.

Video as Qualitative Enquiry

Just as technology can be the object of research, it also becomes its method; as
technology changes so does method, and a discipline is shaped by its tools. Downing
(2008) argues that video technology can enhance qualitative research. As Pink
(2004) observes, “video invites informants to produce narratives that interweave
visual and verbal representation” (p. 62), thereby producing narratives of poten-
tially greater death and richness (e.g., Pink, 2001). However, the role that the
researcher plays in collecting video data is not to be underestimated—point a lens
at someone and, in comparison with participant observation, there is a quali-
tatively different interaction effect. This consequence is considered one of the
main challenges to visual methodologies for qualitative research (Lynn & Lea,
2005). Thus, video research is particularly conscious of reflexivity—the aware-
ness of the researcher’s role in acquiring data (MacDougall, 2006).

Ironically, we sidestep this problem entirely; as researchers we did not collect
the video data—the participants produced and presented it. On the face of it, this
trades the issue of researcher reflexivity for participant reflexivity; however, on
closer inspection, reflexivity is the very currency of the vlog (video blog); it is pre-
cisely this self-reflection, this self-sensemaking, that constitutes its essence.
Strangely, by giving away control, the research transforms that bane of quali-
tative research into its very lifeblood. However, this is on one level of the research
only—on others the issue of reflexivity is still pertinent, and we return to the
subject later.

The Interpretive Framework: BASIC IDS

There is a growing integrative movement in psychology by which the insights
from previous disparate schools are brought together to provide deeper insights
into understanding the individual. Essentially a pragmatic movement, it is not
grounded in a grand unified theory of psychology (cf. Marquis & Wilber, 2008),
but approaches integration in an assimilative manner (e.g., Wolfe, 2008). Cohen
(1999) uses seven overlapping dimensions or modalities—namely behavior,
affect, sensation, imagery, cognition, interpersonal relations, and drugs—for the
acronym BASIC ID for qualitative research, in an approach that he called dimen-
sional qualitative research (DQR). He adds an eighth dimension, an S, to form
BASIC IDS to refer to sociocultural aspects. In brief, behavior refers to a per-
son’s action; affect to their feelings or emotions; sensation to the five senses
(visual, auditory, olfactory, gustatory, and tactile); imagery to pictures both objec-
tive and mental; cognition to thoughts, beliefs, attributions, rationales, and val-
ues; interpersonal relations to social being; drugs to substances that change a
person’s physical and mental being; and sociocultural to culture and the social
transition of behavior, beliefs, and ideas. A full description of the framework can
be found in Cohen (1999). What is important at this stage is that the framework
has enabled qualitative research to become more systematic, professional, inno-
vative, and psychologically insightful, as demonstrated by the work of Shabbir,
Palihawadana, and Thwaites (2007) and Shabbir and Thwaites (2007).
However, critics of this approach, at least as applied in the context of psy-
chotherapy (rather than consumer research), point to that fact that it eschews
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psychodynamic and experiential insights and has weak theory to support the inte-
gration (cf. Marquis & Wilber, 2008).

Hermeneutic Levels and Reflexivity

Whereas most researchers strive to reduce or eliminate bias when studying phe-
nomena, qualitative researchers recognize the constitutive role of the language,
theories, and methods that co-create these phenomena. Indeed, it is possible that
the results of a particular method reveal more about the subjectivity of the
researcher than the research “subject” (Sullivan, 2002). Thus, in this section we
conclude by pulling together phenomena, methodology, and interpretive frame-
works with a model of the hermeneutic levels of our research—an important
reflexive praxis of any qualitative research project that is all too often neglected.

Our research comprises a number of levels of being and interpretation, as
depicted in Figure 1. Level 1 comprises physical bodies and lives. In Level 2, con-
sumers reflect on and interpret Level 1; they narrate their digital bodies and lives
into being (in this instance on Facebook). In Level 3, consumers reflect on and
interpret Level 2; essentially, people reflect on, and narrate their reflections on,
their digital narrations in the form of videos posted to YouTube. In Level 4 we,
the researchers, reflect on and interpret Level 3. Specifically, we use the BASIC
IDS framework to structure, analyze, and interpret the previous levels of con-
stitution, interpretation, and reflection. Finally, our interpretations, as each
level before, are embodied in Level 1.

Thus this research comprises a double, triple, or even quadruple hermeneutic.1

However, it is important to emphasize that although each level draws on the
previous level, it is never constrained by it. For example, the digital selves cre-
ated by consumers go beyond the facticity (Sartre, 1993) of their physical selves.

Figure 1. Hermeneutic levels constituted in the research.

1 Double hermeneutic is the theory, expounded by sociologist Anthony Giddens, that the findings
of the social sciences (the first hermeneutic) do not remain insulated from their subject matter
but constantly reenter and reshape it through a second level of interpretation (the double
hermeneutic). The term was originally coined by August Comte, and is held to be a distinguish-
ing feature of the social sciences.
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THE RESEARCH

To explore consumers’ relationships with social networks, we chose three of the
most popular YouTube videos on the subject of consumer relationships with 
the social network site Facebook. We reasoned that videos that are popular with
Facebook users must resonate with their experience of the service, thereby
ensuring what Altheide and Johnson (1994) term validity-as-relevance. Thus a
search of YouTube in September 2008 revealed that the three top videos were
Facebook Song, Facebook Stalker, and the Facebook Infomercial. Each had been
viewed well over 1 million times. The video titles, number of times viewed, URLs,
and descriptions are summarized in Table 1.

All three videos are essentially stories, and as such manifest on three dis-
tinct levels (Hopkinson & Hogarth-Scott, 2007). At the most abstract level, there
are myths that embody universal values and cultural truths, while at the most
concrete level there are descriptions or reports of actual facts and events. Resid-
ing between these two extremes are narratives, which, while not being neces-
sarily true to external reality, are the teller’s attempt to make sense of what they
see and experience; they are constructions of personal realities (Hopkinson &
Hogarth-Scott, 2001, p. 28). This meshes with the underlying premises of
Lazarus’s multimodal approach—it is people’s construction of reality that is 
of interest, not its actuality (Lazarus, 1997).

Each video was then subjected to thorough analysis by the researchers. Obvi-
ously, video has a number of different levels: the visual imagery and narrative,
the vocal imagery and narrative, and the textual imagery and narrative. The
visual comprises the pictures presented, the vocal the words spoken or sung, and
the textual the written words appearing in the pictures.

Each video was deconstructed along the modalities outlined in the dimen-
sional qualitative research framework. Thus, each video was analyzed in terms
of the behavior of the consumers, their affects, the sensations they report,
the imagery they use or allude to, the cognitive or narrative logic presented,
the interpersonal themes explored, the drug-like effects alluded to, and the soci-
ocultural themes implicit in the narratives. Following Lazarus’s (1989) obser-
vation that not all modalities are necessarily present in every construction, we
found that some modalities provided richer insights than others. A summary of
the data for each of the videos by modality is presented in Table 2. Each video
is briefly described and analyzed in turn.

Table 1. Facebook Videos on YouTube.

Views 
Video (Sept. 08) URL Synopsis

Facebook 1,974,028 http://www.youtube.com/ Two single men reflect on
Song watch?v�rSnXE2791yg& how Facebook has 

feature�related changed their lives.
Facebook 5,672,367 http://www.youtube.com/ Male students document
Stalker watch?v�6FahBBnfHAQ how Facebook has enabled

them to stalk their love
interests.

Facebook 1,356,625 http://www.youtube.com/watch? A spoof infomercial about
Ad v�dHi-ZcvFV_0&feature� how Facebook can change

related your life, albeit at a cost.
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Facebook Song

The first video, Facebook Song, is on the face of it the lighthearted story of two
guys, Rhett and Link, reflecting—in pictures and song—on their relationship with
Facebook. They sing of how it has changed the way they interact as friends, look
for dates, and present themselves. The video shows them interacting with their
own images on Facebook and carrying their Facebook pages out into society. As
with all three videos, one is impressed by the quality of production and the
insights it affords into the world of Facebook users.

Applying the BASIC IDS framework allows one to deconstruct the video into its con-
stituent psychological elements.Thus,one is struck by the obsessive-compulsive behav-
ior of Rhett and Link when it comes to Facebook; they repeatedly check their pages
for changes and manipulate their images.The affect that comes across most strongly
is one of solitude and obsession; indeed, in terms of imagery, our two protagonists are
never shown together, and when in society they are portrayed as outsiders. Interest-
ingly, sensation is an almost empty analytical category in this and the other videos—
which strongly alludes to the virtuality, or disembodiment, of the whole Facebook
experience. In terms of cognition, two intriguing narrative strands emerge from the
song. First, solitary, ordinary guys can become magically transformed through Face-
book;as the line in their song goes,“I become King in an online world dedicated to Me.”
Second, friendship was tough before the Internet because you had to physically be
with someone; now you can have friendships virtually. But it’s addictive, because one
is unable to return to “reality.” In terms of interpersonal relations, they have none; their
only relationship is a somewhat narcissistic obsession with their Facebook pages and
the illusory connections established there. In terms of drugs, the addictive nature of
their relationship with Facebook is very apparent, as they sing: “More than a want,
more than a need . . . I’m hooked on Facebook.” Finally, from a sociocultural perspec-
tive, shared language (“poke,” “hook-up,” “wall,” “it’s complicated”), norms and values
(e.g., the public display of one’s private life), and initiations (e.g., establishing a Face-
book presence, building a network of friends, etc.; see Boyd, 2008) are all on display.
Indeed, the unique Facebook culture manifests in all three videos.

Facebook Stalker

The second video, Facebook Stalker by the a cappella group Penn Masala, is the
story of a group of college friends seeking love, set to the tune of “Hero” by
Enrique Iglesias. In words and images the young men identify female love objects
and then proceed to stalk them—both virtually and physically—via Facebook.
None manage to receive reciprocal interest in either the virtual or real world;
indeed, none manage to summon up the courage to meet the objects of their
desire in the flesh. Obviously, this is a lighthearted portrayal of college love
using Facebook, but inspection reveals darker overtones.

In terms of behavior, the obsessive-compulsive traits portrayed in the first
video, Facebook Song, are also apparent. However, in this video behavior ceases
to be entirely virtual; the young men go beyond the virtual to physically stalk
their love objects; they sing, “Can I be your Facebook stalker?”—a play on the
original song’s lyrics: “Can I be your hero?” In terms of affect, a range of emotions
is on display, from obsessive desire and infatuation, through lust, to shyness,
embarrassment, anxiety, and fear. The latter arises when the principals become
concerned that their love objects may call the cops. Indeed, the imagery conjured is
an interesting juxtaposition of stalker–hero; technology gives superhero powers of
voyeurism to the ordinary guy. Indeed, these superpowers are essentially issues
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of control; as the song goes, “I’ll be on your wall forever; you can’t take my mouse
away,” and this is mirrored when one of the young men Photoshops his face onto
his love object’s boyfriend’s body. In terms of cognition, the explicit narrative
logic of the song is “I want you, but I can’t express my feelings face to face, so I
use Facebook to watch over you; and you can’t get rid of me.” However, the
implicit logic is of magical thinking: Facebook transforms wallflowers into Lothar-
ios. The interpersonal reveals that the relationship with the image takes prece-
dence over the actual; and in this fantasy world, pain can be removed with the
click of a mouse; as they sing, “I can click away your pain.”

Facebook Ad

The third video, Facebook Ad, is a spoof infomercial about how Facebook can
change your life, specifically your social and love life. It comprises testimonials
from Jim and Pamela, who are in a Facebook-proclaimed “relationship”; Michael
and Jenny, who are involved in a convoluted way, designated “it’s complicated”;
Freddie and Dick, two guys who are officially “married” on Facebook; Hank,
alone, into beer and looking for “random play”; and Walter, who is looking for
“whatever he can get” and who pesters an irate Angela.

In contrast to the first two videos, Facebook Song and Facebook Stalker, this
video moves beyond the virtual world to show the physical consummation of
various Facebook relationships. The video never shows a computer, let alone a
Facebook page, but rather a series of couples engaged in different types of fairly
physical interaction; touching, caressing, kissing, talking, and so on. A full gamut
of emotions is on display, from insecurity, through love and lust, to loneliness and
desperation. An interesting juxtaposition of words and images (the couples say
one thing but their faces betray a very different story) suggests that each rela-
tionship (enabled and consummated by Facebook) is tinged with a hint of mania.2

Indeed, the cognitive metanarrative of the video is summarized in the announcer 
who bookends the commercial: “Allow Facebook to change and take over your life.”
Given that this is a commercial about Facebook and relationships, it is in the inter-
personal that the video shines. It becomes apparent that relationships are validated
through Facebook.Traditional interpersonal and private understanding and mutual
agreement about the status of a relationship is replaced with public designation
on Facebook; it’s almost as if couples distrust their inner selves, and so are happy
to find validation in community on Facebook. Pamela comments: “When I saw it on
Facebook . . . I knew he was serious.” In other words, for her the validity of their pri-
vate relationship was uncertain until confirmed on Facebook. In assonance who the
other videos, once again Facebook is portrayed as a drug—a drug that “takes over
your life.” Indeed, a number of the interviewees express as much “love” for Face-
book as they do for their presumptive partners: “I love you Facebook.” In conclu-
sion, this video suggests that one’s Facebook relationship status is more real than
reality; public becomes the real, the personal becomes the provisional.

Narrative Evolution

Having analyzed each of the three videos separately, we now proceed to analyze
and interpret them in relation to each other, that is, provide a meta-narrative
linking the videos together. This is summarized in Table 3.

2 A type of affective disorder generally characterized by euphoric mood, excessive activity and
talkativeness, and impaired judgment.
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We have three videos about young consumers’ relationship with Web 2.0’s poster
child, Facebook: two solitary guys and their preoccupation with their Facebook
images; a group of young men stalking their “ideal” women via Facebook; and a series
of insecure couples who talk of and thank Facebook for facilitating their relation-
ships. What role does Facebook play in each case? In the Song video, Facebook is
essentially a mirror—one in which people “make themselves up,” the glass into which
they peer to find themselves. From an analytical psychology perspective, this is the
archetype of Narcissus,3 the young man who became entranced by his own reflec-
tion in a pool. Here is the archaic myth of the attempt to find the true or ideal self
(Jung, 1973). Indeed, recent research suggests that social networking sites may
magnify the narcissistic personality trait in people (Buffardi & Campell, 2008).

In the Stalker video, reflection gives way to projection. Here Facebook becomes
the bestower of magical, voyeuristic powers: “I’ll be on your wall forever and
you can’t take my mouse away. . . . I can click away your pain.” Here the projection
of a person’s dark side or shadow (Jung, 1969) becomes manifest. Indeed, research
has shown that stalking is correlated with need for control and attachment inse-
curity (Davis, 2009). Finally, in the Facebook Ad, projection gives way to pos-
session. The site becomes the enforcer/verifier of identity: Insecure couples turn
to Facebook for validation of their relationships. Individuals turn from users of
the site to being used by the site; as the end quote goes: “Allow Facebook to
change and take over your life.” The real has been replaced by the hyper-real.
Thus we see in these three videos a narrative arch of idealization, project, and
possession. Our relationship with Facebook is convoluted indeed.

Table 3. Making Sense: Facebook’s Narrative Evolution.

Meta- Facebook  Facebook 
Narrative Song Stalker Facebook Ad

Summary Two guys, no friends, Guys obsessing over A series of highly inse-
and a narcissistic certain women, whom cure couples and singles
preoccupation with they avoid meeting, turn to Facebook for
their own images but delight in reassurance/validation

monitoring voyeuristi- about themselves and
cally; obsessive control; their relationships
cf. love (projection)

Function of Facebook as mirror; Facebook as empower- Facebook as enforcer/
Facebook Facebook as ment; bestower of verifier—hyper–real

make-up magical powers
Analysis Creation of ideal Projection of shadow Possession by shadow 

self (Jung, 1973); research (Jung, 1973) 
has shown that stalking
is correlated with need
to control and attach-
ment insecurity (Davis 
et al., 2000)

Embodying “I become King in “I can click away your “Allow Facebook to 
quote an online world pain. I’ll be on your wall change and take over

dedicated to me.” forever and you can’t your life.”
take my mouse away.”

3 In the Greek, Narkissos (Nárkissç) or, literally, the “self-admirer.”
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DISCUSSION

In this paper we use an innovative methodology to explore consumers’ self-
reflections on their relationship with Facebook, currently the Web’s most pop-
ular social networking site, and through this gain insight into our research
question by leveraging consumer-generated content. We now reflect on the
methodology, the research and its future, and the findings of the study.

Methodology and Research

Companies spend millions of dollars researching consumers, consumer attitudes
to brands, and consumer uses of products. Yet the irony is that consumers are
now doing this research themselves and posting their material to video-sharing
sites such as YouTube. Why are we not aware of this? Two reasons: First, the
videos are not labeled research—they are more commonly known as consumer-
generated ads; and second, they are in a format that needs interpretation: The
messages are implicit, enfolded into often quite tangential narratives.

The methodology outlined in this paper offers an innovative way for
researchers to explore consumers’ relationships with new technologies and social
media. Specifically, the technique offers an application of dimensional qualitative
research to analyze the narratives embedded in consumer-generated ads. Obvi-
ously, it is not without its limitations—we trade generalizability and control for
insight and richness—but these are no greater than most other qualitative meth-
ods. Also, in this research, we limited our analysis to the videos themselves, yet
the social networking sites offer much more in terms of comments on and video
responses to these consumer-generated ads.

Future research may build on the insights in this paper in a number of ways.
First, the methodology of using consumer-generated videos to gain insight into
consumers’ behavior may be generalized and applied in a range of settings. For
example, an analysis of consumers’ relationship with consumer electronics (such
as the iPhone) may offer insights very different from received wisdom, as might
an analysis of consumers’ relationships with a wide range of consumer goods,
services, and relationships. Second, additional information can be gained through
the analysis of responses to the consumer-generated content. Third, the findings
from this study can be refined through replication and extension; surveys can
add generalizability and experimental control.

From a managerial perspective, our findings suggest that managers need to be
cognizant of the emergent nature of human–technological interaction.We build some-
thing with one goal in mind, but what we build takes on a life of its own,
with all the ethical and practical complications therein (see Berthon,Pitt, & Campbell,
2008).Technology such as Facebook enables, shapes, and structures consumer rela-
tionships. Facebook is both the expression of Gen Y and its transformer.

Thus the videos reveal consumers’ ambivalent attitudes to the service; how he
or she uses and is used by the service, how the service both facilitates behavior
and changes behavior, and how the service mediates social interactions yet directs
social actors. Indeed, research suggests that as Facebook allows adolescents to
become more attuned to the norms of their peer group, they tend to tolerate and
engage in higher levels of delinquency and drug use (Allen et al., 2005).
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Digital and Outer-Directed

On Facebook, it is also evident that a computer screen mediates even the most
private communication among its users, and not simply their general conversa-
tions about school and social life. The screen is now the portcullis to popular cul-
ture; and as Rosen (2008) points out, it requires very different navigation skills
from those that helped baby boomers and their predecessors master print liter-
acy. She further argues that the sophisticated forms of collaborative “information
foraging” that are occurring on platforms such as Facebook will replace solitary
deep reading, and that the connected screen will replace the disconnected book.
Similarly, participation and performance are replacing observation and reflection.

An obvious facet of the analysis of the video content is that the Gen Y Face-
book generation is, using Riesman’s (2003) terminology, outer-directed (that is,
take cues from others and reinvent themselves in light of social feedback) rather
than inner-directed (that is, self-contained and independent of group norms). In
an age that the social theorist Stjepan Mestrovic (1997) has termed the era of
the post-emotional self, the group replaces the hierarchy, and life becomes per-
formance. The theory of the post-emotional society argues that while the focus
of postmodernism has been on knowledge and information (cf. Harvey, 1992), the
role of emotion has been neglected. Drawing on the work of Riesman (2003),
Mestrovic argues that the industrialized world is essentially a post-
emotional society. In this new order, emotion has become increasingly separated
from action. As inner-directedness gives way to other-directedness as the indi-
vidual’s mode of interaction, the peer group replaces the government as the
means of social control. Furthermore, in a world of disjointed and synthetic emo-
tions, social solidarity has become increasingly problematic, and conspicuous
compassion (West, 2004) is increasingly replacing political commitment and
responsibility. Our analysis of the videos, as well as general observation of Face-
book activity and interaction, provides evidence of this.

Is It Real?

For the great majority of Gen Y users, Facebook serves to legitimize or make “real”
the status of a relationship. The act of inviting someone to be a “friend, lover, or
married” on Facebook, and then having that invitation accepted, has become
“proof” of the relationship’s existence to the parties, but also to others, especially
the friends of both parties. Traditionally, the status of a relationship was a per-
sonal understanding between two people that was then communicated by word
and deed to others. Ironically, the digital world has reversed this process. The sta-
tus is proclaimed on Facebook to the group, who then behave toward the couple
in appropriate ways, so that the lovers can then experience what they initially
communicated. Real love becomes the proclamation of love: The naming pre-
cedes the experience; the image ascends over the real.

Similarly, the size of a friend’s database on Facebook is also fungible evidence
of an individual’s social capital (Portes, 1998; Putnam, 2000). You are your net-
work. However, just at the reality of love is called into question, so is friendship.
For the opposite of acceptance is rejection; thus, adolescents may run with the
assumption that if you don’t have hundreds of friends on Facebook you are essen-
tially a social pariah (Vascellaro, 2008). Thus we see the almost manic obsession
of “friending” anything that moves, from your closest buddy to total strangers.
Indeed, the act of “friending” may be less about friendship than proving that one
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is not an outsider. The very infrastructure of Facebook propagates this myth by
offering two options for “friend” requests—“accept” and “ignore”—allowing mem-
bers to keep from making the hard decision to “reject” a friendship request.

The analysis of the Facebook videos also makes it apparent that there are fine
lines, and indeed overlaps, between love on the one hand and obsession on the
other. Although participants might argue that Facebook is used for the pursuit
of love and amity, a detailed analysis of actions and affect suggests that love
and amity may be misnomers. Distinctions between love and obsession are mir-
rored by those between reality and fantasy. We love the real person—warts and
all; we obsess about the fantasy figure we have created. Moreover, obsession is
characterized by control, and as Moore (2006) has pointed out, obsession turns
to addiction when fantasy switches over to action.

In the postmodern view, images replace objects. Similarly in Facebook, public des-
ignation and acknowledgment of friendship and “acts of friendship” replace the
caring, thoughtful, personal, and intimate agreement (as to the status of a rela-
tionship) that characterize our conventional conceptualizations of friendship.And
the scripted video of the phenomenon replaces the real world. “Jenny has not
returned my calls in roughly a year. She has, however, sent me a poinsettia, poked
me and placed a gift beneath my Christmas tree. She’s done all this virtually, cour-
tesy of Facebook” (Davis, 2009).As another user says, “It makes you feel like you’re
part of something even if you’re neglecting people in the flesh” (Davis, 2009).

CONCLUSION: A FAUSTIAN BARGAIN?

In closing, as we have shown from our analysis of the three Facebook videos on
YouTube, Gen Y’s relationship with Facebook is both ambiguous and ambivalent.
On the one hand, Facebook empowers the individual: It enables the individual
to construct and explore their self-identity, keep in touch by following the move-
ments and thoughts of others, and establish relationships of mutual interest,
friendship, and love. On the other hand, Facebook exacts a cost which is only paid
when it’s too late: The creation of a self-identity can degenerate into narcissism;
keeping in touch can so easily become stalking as a person projects his or her
fantasies onto the digital traces of others; and the facilitation can morph into
possession, as we relinquish our autonomy to the network.

In many ways, this is the digital equivalent of the Faustian myth, a selling of
the soul for power: We lose ourselves in the magic mirror; we are given the power
to follow the object of our desire only to find that the object is an illusion and that
we are not the person we thought we were; and finally our wish is granted: We
find love, only to discover that we need to continually check Facebook to see if it
is real; we can no longer trust ourselves. The solid ground of the material world
dissolves into the digital, the real into the hyper-real: We are spiraling . . .

When we fall in love

We’re just falling

In love with ourselves

We’re spiralling

We’re tumbling down

We’re spiralling

Tied up to the ground
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We’re spiraling

—Keane (2008)
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Bob’s phone beeps; a reminder flashes on the
screen. He pauses the TV showhe’swatching on
his Notebook. It’s time to pick up Bella, his
girlfriend, from the airport. Heading out to the
car, Bob checks Bella’s flight status from his
phone. It’s on time - great! Next, he jumps over
to the Google Map app and checks traffic: it’s
bumper to bumper on the highway - not great!
With the Navigon GPS app, he dynamically
routes around the traffic jam. Having arrived
earlier than expected at the airport, Bob heads
over to a short-term parking lot where he fills

time by watching the TV episode he paused
earlier, utilizing the Netflix app. A text mes-
sage arrives; Bella is just getting off the plane.
Argh! He was supposed to make dinner reser-
vations: it is Bella’s birthday. No problem; a
quick check on the Yelp app highlights a good
place nearby. Reservations are simple, using
the OpenTable app. With that restaurant ad-
dress in the GPS app, Bob picks up Bella as she
exits the terminal and whisks her off to a
romantic dinner. In the course of an hour,
Bob has saved his relationship by creating a
complex logistics and entertainment informa-
tion system, adding elements as needed to
meet changing requirements. And, he did it
all with no formal technical background.
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1. The emergence of user-generated
information systems

Traditionally, the creation of information systems
has been the purview of highly skilled technology
professionals. This is changing. Today, people from
all walks of life and all corners of the globe are
interacting with technology in a new way, moving
beyond the roles of participant and passive consum-
er. Instead, they are proactively integrating data
and services to create their own novel and personal
information systems. Just a few years ago, the idea
that technically unskilled individuals could–—or
would–—do this was a fanciful dream at best; the
stuff of Star Trek. Today, it is reality (see Berthon,
Pitt, McCarthy, & Kates, 2007).

This phenomenon of the user-generated informa-
tion system (UGIS) is nascent, enabled by inexpen-
sive, powerful, and ubiquitous devices connected
via global networks to each other and to services of
every kind. It is powered by an ideology of openness,
interconnectedness, and interoperability (Hagel &
Brown, 2008; Pitt, Watson, Berthon, Wynn, &
Zinkhan, 2006). Awareness of the UGIS phenomenon
is limited, often hidden even from the very users
who are actively creating these systems. Despite its
nascent nature, the UGIS phenomenon is burgeon-
ing. It is ubiquitous in its reach, independent of
consumers’ technical acuity, and indiscriminant in
terms of social hierarchies and local infrastructures.
It thus embraces expert and novice, rich and poor,
developed and developing.

Users create UGIS on the fly, with little fore-
thought, using easily assembled components. Tin-
kering and adaptation–—hallmarks of the bricoleur
(Lévi-Strauss, 1966)–—is the norm, making created
systems adaptable, fluid, and robust rather than
rigid, fixed, and fragile; the latter is common with
systems that emerge from the formal IS process
(Royce, 1970). With every user representing a po-
tential producer that integrates services to create
his or her own information systems, traditional
conceptualizations of product and service, produc-
er, and consumer need to be reevaluated, as does
our understanding of what makes an information
system successful (DeLone & McLean, 1992) and
effective (Pitt, Watson, & Kavan, 1995).

The resulting shift in user capability brought
about by the UGIS phenomenon is changing how
individuals see products. Users building UGIS are
looking beyond the products themselves, and even
beyond the services those products deliver, to the
services they enable. This has substantial impact on
the producers of these technological components,
who–—still widely unawares–—are seeing their role
transmogrified from producer to provider, and the

fundamental nature of their products shifted from
ends to means. The challenge that producers-cum-
providers of technology face, then, is how to adapt
and innovate in the face of UGIS.

To help address this challenge, this article exam-
ines the emerging phenomenon of user-generated
information systems (UGIS). It begins by presenting
a formal definition of UGIS, along with a topology of
the fundamental components from which UGIS are
composed. It then turns to the historical origins of
the phenomenon to better understand the nature of
UGIS. From here, a model of the ideological and
technical forces driving the phenomenon is intro-
duced; this helps situate the changing role of IS users
from consumer to producer, and technology pro-
ducers as they become component providers. The
article concludes with practical guidance for man-
agers who are looking to adapt or capitalize on the
UGIS phenomenon.

2. What are user-generated
information systems?

Before proceeding further, it is important to distin-
guish between information systems and information
technology, terms which are often confused. An
information technology transmits, processes, or
stores information,whilst in contrast, an information
system is an integrated and cooperating set of soft-
ware-directed information technologies supporting
human goals (Berthon, DesAutels, & Butaney, 2010).

Information systems, therefore, are integrations
of information technologies and other information
systems created to achieve a specific result. Build-
ing on this, a user-generated information system is
defined as a set of component services, integrated
by the user into a novel configuration such that the
resulting information service is (1) qualitatively
different from its components and (2) offers unique
value to the user over and above the value of its
inputs.

Two clarifying points are worth noting. First, the
user we describe is a typical lay user, not one
necessarily technically trained in IS or IT. Second,
the services produced by UGIS are generally
network-delivered.

3. Components of UGIS

Having defined user-generated information sys-
tems, we now explore their three constituent com-
ponents: services, platforms, and aggregators.
Each of these describes a prototypical form, for
in practice some components may–—depending on
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use–—exhibit qualities of more than one category.
Additionally, a component can at once be an
element of a UGIS and function in a standalone
capacity.

3.1. Services: The fundamental element

Services are the fundamental building block of UGIS;
they are the elemental component being integrat-
ed. The services used in UGIS may be technology-
or human based. For example, Google Maps is a
technology-based service providing mapping and
location services. A local restaurateur equipped with
a phone to take orders is ultimately a technology-
enhanced, human-based service.

Services are, by definition, two-way in nature.
This is enabled by the capabilities of state, identity,
and contribution. State enables a service to support
multiple concurrent interactions. Identity allows a
service to recognize a user, so as in the case of an
email service, the user gets customized content and
protected access. Contribution allows a user to add
and/or alter content on the service.

Content is an integral part of all services. A
YouTube video or Yelp restaurant review has little
value on its own. It is only in their connection to a
user that they become valuable. Content may be
public (e.g., directions), private (e.g., credit card
statement), or reside in a grey area in-between
(e.g., Facebook post). Content may emerge from
the commons of data created by social media’s users
(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010), such asWikipedia entries
or Twitter posts. Alternately, it may be supplied
from dedicated and purposeful sources, such as
Amazon’s product list and prices. Content might
also be local to the user and the system, such as
a contact list on a phone.

3.2. Platforms: Enabling connectivity and
communications

Platforms enable connectivity and communications
within and between services, aggregators, users,
and other platforms. The foundational platforms
are communications networks such as the Internet,
the GSM network, and the public switched tele-
phone network (PSTN). They provide fundamental
communications capabilities. Mid-tier platforms le-
verage these core communications networks to de-
liver additional communication capabilities at a
higher level of abstraction, encapsulating the com-
plexity of the base to make communications easier
and interoperable within and across platforms and
services; examples of these include the Web and
SMS. At the highest level, platforms such as voice
response units and blog or wiki engines enable the

easy publication of–—and subscription to–—data, and
enabling interconnected services and users.

There is a simultaneous hierarchical and
heterarchical nature of the relationships between
these various UGIS platforms and the capabilities
they enable. Consider SMS, or text messaging. An
SMS message can be sent between two mobile
phones, from a mobile phone to a Web application,
or from an Internet service to a mobile phone. In all
cases, the SMS message may be connecting two
services as might happen between a phone and a
bank when a purchase is made, or it might be
communicating information such as the market
price of a crop from a service to a farmer, or purely
serve as a message between two people.

3.3. Aggregators: The bricks and mortar
of UGIS

Aggregators are the tools that allow UGIS to be built
in a literal sense. They serve as the enabling element
for the creation and use of UGIS, and it is recent
advances here that have propelled the phenomenon
of UGIS to the mainstream. Aggregators encapsulate
the technical aspects of composing services into
easy-to-use abstract forms, enabling mashups of ser-
vices to be built by the masses (Yu, Benatallah,
Casati, & Daniel, 2008). They offer a means by which
users can easily compose those services together to
form meta-services of their own.

All aggregators offer input, output, and process-
ing capabilities, although the latter may vary widely
in range. A fundamental attribute of aggregators is
their ability to encapsulate technical complexity
into simple abstract forms that are easily accessible
by users. By doing so, they facilitate the integration,
composition, and orchestration of multiple services
and platforms by non-technical users via simple,
interface-driven features and do not require–—but
may allow–—programming in the traditional sense.
Aggregators can be physical devices such as mobile
phones, iPads, or notebook computers; or, they can
come in the form of online services such as Facebook
or Blogger. Today, aggregators have gained wide
adoption and use. Facebook (with application and
content aggregation support) and the iPhone (with
its App Store) are two dominant examples.

4. How did UGIS come into being?

Throughout much of human history, individuals have
produced a large portion of what they consume. It is
since the Industrial Revolution that this has
changed. Mass production has led to the nearly
complete separation of production and consumption
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(Smith, 1776/1991). A stroll through Walmart or
Tesco fully illustrates just how complete the level
of separation is that modern society has achieved
(Firat, Dholakia, & Venkatesh, 1995; Toffler, 1980).

The growth of the services sector across society is
self-evident. With this growth has come a shift from
a product-dominant to service-dominant perspec-
tive (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). In this new view, the
value of products comes not from the products
themselves, but rather from the services they en-
able. What is less evident is that services, fueled by
technology, are leading to the reemergence of con-
sumers as producers (Berthon, Pitt, Zinkhan, &
Watson, 1999).

The idea that users will employ technology to
become creators is not new. Almost four decades
ago, McLuhan and Nevitt (1972) first hinted at the
possibility that technology could lead to the reemer-
gence of consumers as producers. This concept was
more formally developed in The Third Wave, where
Toffler (1980) introduced the notion of the prosum-
er–—a portmanteau of ‘producing’ and ‘consumer’–—
as one who will ‘‘heal the historic breach between
producer and consumer’’ (p. 11). Toffler’s prosumers
work outside of the formal economic system,
producing for self-consumption (Toffler, 1983). The
choice to prosume, however, is dependent on oppor-
tunity and ability, and until recently these variables
have not been sufficiently present to enable most
users of IS to become prosuming creators of IS.

A widely-held view of the prosumer phenomenon
is that it is the product of a specific set of historical
circumstances (Atkinson, 2006). Some domains,
such as DIY, have seen intense investigation
into the specific circumstances giving them rise
(Atkinson, 2006). Little attention, however, has
been paid to the historical circumstances enabling
the emergence of prosuming users as information
systems creators. As we will see, a serendipitous
combination of ideological and technological forces
is behind the emergence of the phenomenon of UGIS.

4.1. Open ideology

Hagel and Brown (2008) describe the ideology be-
hind this shift in how individuals mobilize resources,
that blurs the boundaries between production and
consumption, as a ‘pull’ model. The pull model is
enabled when ‘‘people on the periphery (are pro-
vided) with the tools and resources (including con-
nections to other people) required to take initiative
and creatively address opportunities as they arise’’
(Hagel & Brown, 2008, p. 93). This model represents
a significant shift from the standard ‘push’ ap-
proach, where resources are mobilized centrally
by enterprises to produce products and services

for consumption. When users adopt the pull model,
they are in effect forcing producers into a new role:
that of provider.

Hagel and Brown’s (2008) pull model describes a
set of fundamental attributes that systems embody-
ing the open pull ideology and their constituent
components possess. These include modularity,
user-centricity, open and discoverable interfaces,
exception handling, increasing return dynamics
(network effects), emergence, continual updating,
and flexibility in assemblage. These bear striking
resemblance to the core design attributes of the
Web (Berners-Lee, 1998)–—simplicity, modularity,
fault tolerance, decentralization, interoperability,
parsimony–—and to the architectural principles of
the Internet (Internet Engineering Task Force,
1996)–—modularity, simplicity, interoperability, re-
use, scale, fault tolerance, incrementalism, well
described interfaces, parsimony.

This similarity in attributes suggests an intercon-
nectedness in underlying ideologies, if not a more
causal connection linking the pull model to the
Internet architecture. This collective set of design
principles has not only shaped the development of
information systems (e.g., Web Services, Service
Oriented Architectures) and information technology
(e.g., extensible personal computers, smart-
phones), but has gone beyond technological systems
to shape human systems (Berthon, Hulbert, & Pitt,
2005). These principles and the open ideology they
enable foster emergence of user-generated infor-
mation systems.

4.2. Technological enablement

Technology has become an ‘essential natural re-
source’, or a ‘fifth element’ (Harris & Prentice,
2009). Increasingly powerful devices have enabled
incredible capabilities and complexities to be en-
capsulated into simple-to-use forms. Falling prices
have made them more accessible. Ubiquitous,
globally-available telephone and Internet access
that is economically affordable to much of the
world’s population has made them all connected.

Consider that, at the end of 2009, an estimated
67% of the world’s population had access to a mobile
phone; 26% had access to the Internet (ITU, 2010),
via which they could visit approximately 75 million
active websites (Netcraft, 2010). Globally, technol-
ogy is now embedded in every aspect of society, and
society is embedded in a world of technology. Yet
despite all these advances, the dominant role of the
IS user is typically that of consumer. This is not the
only mode of user-technology interaction, however;
users are also engaging with technology as contrib-
utors and creators.
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4.3. Ideology + Technology =
Transformation

The roots of the user as consumer of IS services are
found in the origins of the first wave of IS services.
These stretch all the way back to the first business
application: a bakery scheduler run on a LEO com-
puter in 1952 (Caminer, Aris, Hermon, & Land,
1998). The launch of this simple scheduling service
marked the start of the Information Revolution in
business and established IS as a powerful business
tool. It also set a precedent for the roles that IS and
users would play as producer and consumer of ser-
vices, respectively. This precedent remains domi-
nant today across business and personal IS use.

Fortunately, this is not exclusively the case.
Many of the technologies developed to power this
IS services revolution had within them latent capa-
bilities to enable users to participate in and con-
tribute to the services they were consuming. At the
same time, they had the power to encapsulate the
complex and present it in easy-to-use, abstract
forms. The technology behind a garage door open-
er, for example, is staggering; yet, the simple
remote control abstracts that complexity to a sin-
gle button.

Early innovators saw this potential and introduced
online discussion services such as The Well (Turner,
2005). Encouraged by these efforts, those steeped in
the Internet culture and familiar both with its ideo-
logical underpinnings and its technical capabilities,
creatednewtypesofparticipatory services leading to
the emergence of what is often called Web 2.0
(Cormode & Krishnamurthy, 2008; O’Reilly, 2006).
These 2.0 services facilitate user interaction and

encourage the creation of user-generated content.
They yield massive scaling effects created through
interconnected weak ties captured in their network
of interconnected networks (Granovetter, 1973,
1983). The results are a redefinition of IS services
as platforms for social production (Benkler, 2006) and
transformation of many users to co-creators (Vargo &
Lusch, 2004) of both the value and the content of
services. YouTube exemplifies this: YouTube videos,
predominantly created by individual users, are
viewed one billion times a day (Hurley, 2009).

Coincident with the emergence of these partici-
patory services was a fundamental and nearly ubiq-
uitous shift in the way information systems were
built. Developers adopted the Service Oriented Ar-
chitecture (SOA) (Portier, 2007) paradigm whole-
sale, and this brought with it a focus on openness
in the form of composability and interoperability.
This openness in systems was a necessary technical
element in the emergence of Web 2.0 and social
media services (Parameswaran & Whinston, 2007).
This open SOA model, combined with aggregators,
provided the elements necessary to transform users
from contributors to creators.

As technology has enabled three successive waves
of interaction patterns, users have taken on three
distinctive roles: consumer, contributor, and creator.
With each successive role, users take on new respon-
sibility and gain new capabilities, but they do so as an
addition to–—rather than as a replacement for–—those
of their previous role. Users also take on more re-
sponsibility to contribute to the shared data of the
services they interact with, and thus to the overall
value of those services. This topology of user-service
interaction is presented in Figure 1.

UGIS: Understanding the nature of user-generated information systems 189

Figure 1. Topology of user-service interaction



4.4. The rise of UGIS

The UGIS phenomenon–—the ability of anybody, not
just a technical elite, to compose a variety of
components to form sophisticated information sys-
tems–—is not the result of a focused research and
development agenda. Rather, it is the result of the
convergence of ideological and technological fac-
tors. Increasing capability and decreasing cost has
made technology easier to use and put in the hands
of more people across the globe. The rapid evolution
of technology products to be increasingly open,
interconnected, and interoperable has facilitated
enablement of pull models. The combination has
presentedmore users with the opportunity to create
their own information systems, and has encouraged
technology consumers to become UGIS prosumers.
As a result, roughly two-thirds of the world’s inhab-
itants now not only have access to the fundamental
components and requisite skills needed to build
their own information systems, but also are actually
building and using them–—creating UGIS.

5. Interesting–—But what does this
mean for managers?

UGIS are at once emergent, and yet at the same
time well on their way to ubiquity. Everyday people
from all socio-economic backgrounds are creating
their own information systems that deliver highly
personal and user-centric services. The emergence
of user-generated information systems presents
challenges for practitioners and researchers alike.
It calls for a redefinition of products, a reconceptu-
alization of roles, and a new understanding of value.
To help managers address the challenges that the
phenomenon of UGIS presents, several practical
actions are presented.

5.1. Understanding and aligning with
expectations

Prosumers using services, platforms, and aggregators
to create UGIS present providers of these compo-
nents with a hierarchy of interactions: consumption,
contribution, and creation. These prosumers have
expectations that these components will be open,
interconnected, and interoperable. They expect that
they will be easily composable and highly contribu-
tory. The result is a complex base from which pro-
viders need to evaluate effectiveness and success.

Traditional models of value-in-exchange, which
assume a produce-consume usage pattern with their
produced and delivered value, break down when the
customer is a partner in the creation of the final

product. The open Internet ideology and pull model
provides a framework from which to understand
user expectations in light of the UGIS phenomenon,
and thereby evaluate and adapt products, roles, and
the shared understanding of value. Approaches,
systems, and services that embody an open pull
model enable individuals to react to the forces of
uncertainty by mobilizing the appropriate resources
for their needs. At the same time, they help busi-
nesses embody practices that shift their base from
products and consumption to services and creation,
something that is necessary if producers of products
want to become providers of components.

The work of Pitt et al. (2006) offers a framework
built on concepts of the open source movement
(Raymond, 2001) that is useful in evaluating
prosumers’ component expectations in the context
of pull and UGIS. Their model defines closed resour-
ces as hierarchical in nature, produced so as to
broadcast meaning through a directed experience
of narrated text. Open resources, in contrast, are
emergent and generative in nature (rather than
produced), enabling their experience to evolve as
they are authored and created by users. These two
categorizations align well with Hagel and Brown’s
(2008) conception of push and pull, respectively,
and thus offer a mechanism through which compo-
nents might be assessed in terms of their openness/
closedness, and thus their suitability to facilitating
prosumptive creation.

5.2. Facilitating prosumption

Producers are, for the most part, unconsciously
complicit in the emergence of prosumptive behav-
ior. They have actively been embedding operant
resources into services and products in response
to user demand, have encapsulated the complexity
of technology in easy-to-use forms to improve us-
ability, and have facilitated interoperability to
make their products more appealing in an increas-
ingly connected world. In short, producers have
been enabling consumers of their products to be-
come creators with their products.

This presumably unintended outcome has creat-
ed new usage models shifting users from mere con-
sumers to contributors and creators. With this shift
has come a challenge to our understanding of what
the product produced is and how it will be used. This
suggests that producers of services need to: actively
consider the role of their product vis-à-vis its role in
the prosumptive UGIS efforts of users; extend their
conceptualization of organization to include the
prosumer; and consider users’ productivity and ef-
fectiveness, as well as their own (Ramirez, 1999)
when making product decisions. Leveraging the
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open principles of the Internet and pull model and a
deeper understanding of the UGIS phenomenon,
producers can tune products to target users as
consumer, contributor, and creator, consciously
and explicitly creating better alignment to the
emerging market opportunities that the UGIS phe-
nomenon presents.

5.3. Enabling UGIS creation

The customizing consumer is a ‘‘participant in the
customization of his/her world’’ (Firat et al., 1995,
p. 52), a reality that is evident in the way that
technology is used to enhance, extend, and alter
our lives. Taking this a step further, prosumers as
producing consumers can be enabled to fashion their
worlds by creating UGIS that produce services they
will consume. While Baudrillard (1988) contends
that consumption is becoming more of a purposeful
and production-oriented process–—that is, users are
taking an active role to become self-producers–—it is
important to note the trying or experimental nature
of the prosumer. A central concept of UGIS is their ad
hoc, emergent nature.

Prosumers are bricoleurs: tinkerers who work in a
spontaneous, experimentalmanner, iteratively seek-
ing to achieve their own ends. This idea is supported
by Garud and Karnoe (2003), who find that bricolage
facilitates innovation, and Xie, Bagozzi, and Troye
(2008), who find that prosumption is an iterative
trying process. The challenge for producers, then,
is to ensure that their products (platforms, services,
and aggregators) embody the necessary capabilities
to enable them tobeused by theprosumingmasses as
elements of UGIS bricolages.

How, then, to facilitate and enhance these quali-
ties in UGIS? Ferneley and Bell (2006) suggest that
bricolage requires a requisite level of knowledge of
the technology in use and a constrained openness,
rather than unbounded openness. Examining domi-
nant aggregators for UGIS, such as the iPhone and
Facebook, one sees both of these elements amply
embodied. Producers who understand and capitalize
on this important underlying capability, by facilitat-
ing the creation and sharing of supporting knowledge
while constraining product capabilities, should see
their products favored as they facilitate bricolage
and thus best fit within users’ conceptual model of
UGIS.

6. Opportunity abounds

The UGIS phenomenon is real; it is emergent and it is
globally dispersed. The far-ranging effects of the
UGIS phenomenon are driving a fundamental shift of

roles in the domains of information technology and
information systems products and services. The tra-
ditional roles of producer and consumer are being
supplanted with those of provider and creator. Push
models are giving way to pull. Prosumers developing
UGIS are using services, devices, and networks in
ways not necessarily conceived of by their producers.
The resulting dissonance and mismatch significantly
impacts producers and, at the same time, creates
opportunity for adaptation and innovation. Those
business leaders who recognize the opportunities
profferedby theemergenceof this phenomenonhave
the opportunity to capitalize by reconceptualizing
roles, redefining products, and identifying new
opportunities for creating value within the UGIS
phenomenon.
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