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Ask any Internet Entrepreneur about the secret to successful Websites and you 'll
likely hear the knee-jerk answer: content, commerce, community, the holy trinity of
Web portaldom, with stress placed on community.... [W]hen you ask the same crowd
about what makes a successful online community, you 'II likely hear about the suite
du jour of Internet communications tools. Tools do not a community make. It does
not work that way in real life; it does not work that way online.
—Banks & Daus (2000, p. 317).

The objective of this chapter is to reach beyond existing theories and conceptual frameworks of communities' developmental processes in an attempt to
search for new insights regarding the role of rituals in these processes. Although electronic communities (also called online communities, Internet communities, or virtual communities) are in their infancy, they are predicted to
exercise significant power in the future (Bickart & Schindler, 2001; Hagel &
Armstrong, 1997; Venkatraman & Henderson, 1998). Online communities are
among the most trafficked Web sites. For example, statistics have shown that 6
of the 20 most trafficked Internet domains are primarily community based (Ward,
2000). Moreover, a study from McKinsey & Co and Jupiter Media Metrix (Brown,
Tilton, & Woodside, 2002) found that one third of the visitors to e-commerce
sites used community features such as chat rooms and bulletin boards. Furthermore, these users make two thirds of all purchases at e-commerce sites. Also, site
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visitors who contribute to community features are nine times as likely to come
back to that site, and twice as likely to make a purchase. Even users who read, but
don't participate in, the community sections of an e-commerce site tend to come
back more often and buy more often than those who do not visit the community
features at all. Thus, as the importance of online communities grows, one of the
most profound challenges for marketers is to understand the dynamics of the relationships among community members and to develop appropriate mechanisms as
part of their business strategies.
Indeed, in online communities, as in any other types of community, there is
an ongoing process of change and development. However, little social science research has focused on dynamic and developmental processes, instead of the more
common cross-sectional "snap-shots." The tendency to generate studies that focus on cross-sectional rather than longitudinal perspectives has been criticized
by scholars from different fields, including marketing, organizational studies, and
communication studies (e.g., Quinn & Cameron, 1983; Araujo & Easton, 1996;
Hakan & Sharma, 1996; Barker et al., 2000). This "structuralist and static mode of
explanation of social behavior" was mainly criticized as "poorly equipped to explain how structures are created, reproduced and transformed" (Araujo & Easton,
1996, p. 75). The typical artificial nature of the conventional studies' research
context (i.e., lab environment), the lack of real value of the task to group members, and the cross-sectional nature of the research precludes meaningful study
of how group relationships develop over time in natural settings (Barker et al.,
2000). Consequently, group communication scholars have emphasized the need
for a broader perspective incorporating naturalistic contexts (Poole, 1999), the necessity to widen the perspective beyond task processes and to renew the interest
in relational communication in groups (Frey, 1996; Keyton, 1999; Poole, 1999),
and particularly relevant to this research, the requirement to consider how specific
contexts and forms of communication impact relational communication in groups
(Barker et al., 2000).
Further, specifically within the marketing milieu, Bagozzi (2000) advocated research on the social aspects of consumer behavior, particularly as found in groups
of consumers and manifested through group action. Moreover, later, Bagozzi and
Dholakia (2002) articulated this appeal specifically to the context of online communities arguing for the distinctiveness of the "group intentions" concept by establishing its value for understanding individuals' participation in virtual communities.
Likewise, following Belk's (1991) Consumer Behavior Odyssey, Catterall and
Maclaran (2002) advocated the need for a new odyssey, one that focused on consumers in virtual worlds. The researchers stressed the value for studying online
communities, emphasizing their many interactions that are continuously documented. Accordingly, it is suggested in this chapter that the context of online
community provides an opportunity to unobtrusively observe and develop a theoretical understanding of relationship dynamics within consumers' communities.
Answers for the foundational question of what constitutes an online community
are as many and varied as the researchers attempting to study the phenomenon (for
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a review of the different types of communities, see Hagel & Armstrong, 1997;
Jacobs, 2000; Rayport & Jaworski, 2001; Mohammed, Fisher, Jaworski, & Cahill,
2002). The term "online community" has different meanings for different people
and these meanings are often influenced by the discipline from which this term
is being defined (Preece, 2000; Maloney-Krichmar & Preece, 2002). Rheingold
defined online communities as "social aggregations that emerge from the Net
when enough people carry on those public discussions long enough, with sufficient
human feeling, to form webs of personal relationships in cyberspace" (Rheingold,
1993, p. 5). However, researchers and practitioners "are left in the dark as to when
feelings will be sufficient to form webs of personal relationships and about the
processes by which such communities will develop" (Wilbur, 1996, p. 7).
We propose that the performance and expression of Net-ritual activities play a
significant social-psychological role in communities' transformational processes.
Despite apparent interest in the field of consumer rituals, the relationship between
rituals and intragroup processes within consumer communities has not yet been
explored. Although scholars have examined consumption during ritual occasions,
various rites of passage as forms of consumption, and the relationship between
advertising and rituals, relatively few studies discuss the role that ritual activities
play in maintaining the culture of a community (e.g., Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001;
Schouten & McAlexander, 1995). In addition, although the dynamic nature of rituals is well accepted (Rook, 1985; Bell, 1997), there has been a lack of research
addressing the role that these dynamics play in the developmental and transformational processes within a community's life cycle. The objective of this chapter is
to address these important issues.
In the first part of this chapter, literature on the nature and characteristics of
online communities, communities' developmental processes, and ritual behavior is
selectively reviewed and interpreted. This review intends to familiarize the readers
with the conceptual foundations of the subsequent analysis and to identify the gaps
in the literature. In the second part, we briefly present an illustrative case study that
was used to ground and illustrate the theories, frameworks, and processes presented
in the rest of the chapter. This part is concluded by a presentation of several
research questions. In the third section, we develop a typology of ritual behavior.
Employing this typology, in the forth section we develop an integrative model that
connects Net-ritual expression with a community's developmental stages. Finally,
we conclude the chapter by discussing conceptual and practical implications and
suggestions for future research.

FOUNDATIONS

The objective of this chapter is to reach beyond existing theories and conceptual frameworks of communities' developmental processes in an attempt to search
for new insights regarding the role of rituals in these processes. It is first necessary, then, to outline the current status of the literature in order to establish the
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foundations on which this project develops. Thus, in this section, a review of the
literature on the nature and characteristics of online communities is provided. In
addition, the pivotal importance of reaching beyond the traditional stages models
is stressed. Finally, the notion of ritual dynamics is developed, granting license to
pursue ritual-oriented analysis.
Online Communities—Exploring the Distinction Between Virtual
and "Real" Communities

Hagel (1999) stated that Internet-based communities started as "spontaneous social
events on electronic networks, gathered around common areas of interest, engaging
in shared discussions that persist and accumulate over time, leading to a complex
network of personal relationships and an increasing identification with the group
as a community" (p. 55). Within the context of electronic communities, the virtual
spaces where relationships can be formed include chat areas where people can
speak in real time to others about their topics of interest, bulletin board services
that enable people to exchange information, special debate forums where members can communicate their views, product and service reviews where members
can post their evaluations about products and services, and so on. The nature of
the relationship varies: Participants may be seeking advice, giving advice, or both;
exchanging technical information; exchanging gossip about others in the community; giving or receiving moral support in a time of crisis; sharing affections; or
sharing secrets (Galaskiewicz, 1996).
An attempt to understand what "community" means brings right from the start a
sense of the complexities of this term. Bell and Valentine (1997) elaborated on this:
"'Community.' It's a word we all use, in many different ways, to talk about
what? About belonging and exclusion, about 'us' and 'them.' It's a commonsense thing, used in daily discussions, in countless associations, from 'care in
the community' to the Community hall; from 'community spirit' to the 'business
community.'... The term community is not only descriptive, but also normative
and ideological; it carries a lot of baggage with it" (p. 93).
Undoubtedly, studies and definitions of communities have typically emphasized
the concept of a physical place where social scientists can engage in participant
observation (Jones, 1998). Clearly this place-centered notion of community does
not seem readily applicable in cyberspace. Hence, although a few scholars have
questioned the appropriateness of imposing the community metaphor onto the
social relations emanating from cyberspace (e.g., Foster, 1996; Lockard, 1996),
others believe that if "we embrace the symbolic form of community (that is, not
the physical manifestation of the term community but, rather, a community of
substance and meaning), concerns of the 'real' juxtaposed against the 'virtual' are
of less importance" (Fernback, 1999, p. 213). Moreover, it has been argued that
any sizeable community is to a large extent imagined, because each community
member owns a mental image of his or her communion with the group. Therefore,
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a community's reality should be evaluated based on how it is imagined and not on
the space in which it exists (Anderson, 1983).
Thus, it can be argued that if consumers log on, form relationships in cyberspace,
and believe they have found communities, these must be "real" for them (Fernback,
1999). This fact is illustrated in our observation of the BabyCenter.com community.
This community is actually very "real" to its members, and they truly believe that
they have found and joined a strong and supportive community. The following
quote is a vivid illustration of this point:
Thank you very much. I feel like your Web site saved my life (OK, maybe I am
being a bit dramatic—it's the hormones), but really... I was feeling very alone in
my pregnancy. My husband is amazing but just can't understand what I'm going
through. I was having a bit of a problem with my weight gain thus far, but after using
your chat room and posting my concerns on the bulletin boards, I have talked to a
lot of women who feel the same way as me. It is so nice to know that I am not alone.
I plan to visit your site daily and tell everyone I know about it. You are doing more
than you will ever know for me and I am sure tons of other women.
[—Babycenter.com feedback archive]

It is important to recognize, however, that not all online social gatherings are
communities. When Internet forums lack individual commitment and closeness
between members they are just "a means of communication among people with
common interests" (Fernback, 1999, p. 216).
Community Development—Beyond Levels-by-Stages Models

Our analysis emphasizes the need to think of a community as a continuous process,
thus concentrating on the dynamic of communicative practices among members
of the group. This notion rejects communities as ontologically real entities and
argues that what is ontologically real are the relationships among the members of
the community (Tuomela, 1995). Accordingly, this exploratory study sees community life "a continually-evolving entity, an entity experiencing on-going growth,
change, and redefinition" (Fournier, 1994, p. 34). The emerging question is how
to explore the social interactions within a community, that is, how are we going to develop an understanding of the way interactions evolve and change over
time?
Across disciplines, various conceptual frameworks have been proposed to
capture the dynamic nature of community development and the reasons for
growth and change. Most theories of community relationship development have
adopted a life-cycle conceptualization or what Brent (1984) referred to as the
levels-by-stages model. A variety of levels-by-stages models have been proposed
in the interpersonal relationships literature (e.g., Davis, 1973; Scanzoni, 1979;
Levinger, 1983) and in the communication and organizational behavior literature
(e.g., Bales, 1951; Lacoursiere, 1980; Tuckman, 1965; Tuckman & Jensen, 1977).
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Although these models are appealing because of their parsimony and linear
structures, one should keep in mind that communities are complex and dynamic
systems. As such, the basic assumption that stages in a community life cycle occur as a hierarchical progression, with each stage appearing as more "evolved"
than its preceding stage, is somewhat problematic. Thus, although groups follow
some of the same stages or phases, the exact composition, number, and ordering
of stages involves more particularity (Poole, 1981; Cissna, 1984). As Cissna (1984)
stressed, the core problem is that: "Every group is like all group in some respects,
like some—or even most groups in some respects, and like no groups in other
respects" (p. 25). In addition, in general, the models mentioned here are primarily
descriptive. They do not provide specific insights into the drivers of community
change or the psychological and social meanings that characterize each stage.
Furthermore, exploring social interactions within a community and understanding the way interactions evolve and change over time is particularly challenging
for researchers who attempt to explore the development of the relationship within
the context of an online community. In the absence of direct control on who reads
or writes to the community, it is critical to distinguish between the participants
who are really members of the community and others who are not (Tepper, 1996).
This distinction has to be based on "asynchronous textual production, with none
of the verbal or visual cues that are so crucial to traditional notions of subcultural
formation" (Tepper, 1996, p. 45).
Considering these unique features, we believe that a ritual-oriented analysis
provides a more useful framework for making sense of the sort of activities that is
happening. The importance of studying rituals in the context of online communities
is further underscored in the premise that rituals are perceived as a means to regulate and stabilize the life of a community, adjust its internal interactions, maintain
its group ethos, and restore a state of harmony after any disturbance (Bell, 1997).
However, rituals may also exaggerate conflicts that exist in relationships (Bell,
1997). In, fact, Gluckman (1963) argued that rituals are actually the expression
of complex social tensions rather than the sole affirmation of social unity. Thus,
rituals do not simply restore social equilibrium, they are part of the ongoing process by which a community is continually redefining and renewing itself (Turner,
1974).
It is important to understand that a ritual-oriented analysis shifts the focus from
issues such as the nature and degree of relationship among community members that typify levels-by-stages models to the purpose of the communication
and its regularities of form and substance. As Erikson (1997) emphasized, online discourse may be useful and engaging to its participants even if the participants form no lasting relationships. What is important is the communication
itself—the shared informational artifact that is created by the participants—rather
than a real or perceived bond among the participants in the communication
(Erikson, 1997). Thus, a ritual-oriented analysis is useful because it shifts the
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focus from the participants and the putative relationships among them to shared
artifacts (i.e., rituals) and the way these artifacts are typically interpreted and used.
Rituals as Adaptive Phenomena

Over the last 20 years, researchers from diverse fields have turned to rituals as a
window on the cultural dynamics by which people make and remake their worlds
(Bell, 1992). Although scholars differ regarding the precise definition of this rich
concept, there is a general agreement that a ritual consists of some form of symbolic
action with some degree of repetition, regularity, and routine (Lipari, 1999).
Within consumer behavior research, Rook's (1985) definition of ritual is widely
accepted. Rook defines ritual as "a type of expressive, symbolic activity constructed
of multiple behaviors that occur in a fixed, episodic sequence, and that tend to be
repeated over time. Ritual behavior is dramatically scripted and acted out and is
performed with formality, seriousness, and inner intensity" (p. 252). Hence, several characteristics of ritual activities are noteworthy: (1) episodic string of events,
(2) repetition and invariance, (3) performance, (4) symbolism, and (5) formalism.
Besides these descriptive characteristics, Rook (1985) suggested that ritual experience relies on four key elements: (1) ritual artifacts, (2) ritual script, (3) ritual
performance role(s), and (4) ritual audience. Accordingly, ritual activities involve
the use of artifacts (i.e., objects that are used in a ritual context). Artifacts often
communicate specific symbolic messages that are integral to the meaning of the
total experience. The script identifies the artifacts to be used, their behavioral sequence, and by whom they will be used. Ritual scripts are performed by individuals
who occupy various ritual roles. These roles may be explicitly scripted, as in weddings, or alternatively, on other occasions individuals have a great deal of freedom
in ritual-role enactment. Finally, a ritual may be aimed at a larger audience beyond
those individuals who have a specified ritual-performance role.
Not all scholars agree, though, that specific rules and features are necessary
criteria for defining rituals (Lipari, 1999). Bell (1992) rejected the notion of a
formal-feature definition of rituals and avoids proffering a restrictive definition
for rituals because of their great diversity of forms and purposes across cultures.
Overall, whether one recognizes a formal definition of rituals, it is important to
highlight that rituals can be indeed context, rather than purely content, dependent.
These considerations seem directly applicable and relevant to our present effort,
and allow us make a case for how rituals can be evidenced and enacted in the
context of online communities.
Ritual activities generally tend to give the impression of being old and immutable. However, there is much evidence that like most marketplace products,
rituals are also subject to life-cycle forces (Bell, 1997; Rook, 1985). For instance,
some scholars have made an attempt to connect ritual expression with individuals'
stages of maturation within the human life cycle (Gennep, 1908; Erikson, 1982).
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TABLE 1.1
Classification of Ritual Activities Within Consumer Behavior Literature
Focus of Experience

Nature of Inquiry

Personal Activity

Dyadic/Group Interactions

Ritual as a stable
phenomenon

Rook (1985)
Belk, Wallendorf, & Sherry (1989)
O' Guinn & Belk (1989)
Hirschman & LaBarbera (1989)
Sherry & McGrath (1989)
Schouten (1991)
Otnes & Lowrey (1993)
Lowrey and Otnes (1994)

Sherry (1983)
Caplow (1984)
Sherry, McGrath, & Levy (1993)
Ruth, Otnes, & Brunei (1999)
Ritson & Elliot (1999)
Muniz & O'Guinn (2001)

Ritual as an adaptive
phenomenon

Belk (1989)
Otnes & Scott (1996)

Wallendorf & Arnould (1991)
Fischer & Gainer (1993)
Schouten & McAlexander (1995)

Nevertheless, despite many demonstrations that the context of communities can
generate a variety of changes in the structures, symbols, and interpretations of ritual
activities, scholars have not addressed the connections between ritual expression
and communities' developmental and transformational processes.
Because the focus of this research is on the dynamic roles that rituals play in
the developmental processes of online communities, we reviewed various studies
that appear within the consumer behavior field and characterized them along two
dimensions: (1) the focus of ritual experience: whether the ritual was viewed from a
personal point of view (e.g., grooming) or as part of a dyadic or group interactions
(e.g., gift giving) and (2) the nature of inquiry: whether the research explored
ritual practices as a dynamic phenomenon that adapts and transform as conditions
change, or as a stable and static activity at a specific point in time (see Table 1.1).
As shown in Table 1.1 and to our best knowledge, the number of studies that have
focused on rituals as an adaptive phenomenon is very limited. More importantly,
although a few exceptions do exist, this analysis illustrates the paucity of consumer
behavior research addressing the dynamic nature of rituals within the context of
group interactions. Bearing in mind that rituals are always embedded in a thick
context of traditions, changes, and tensions (Bell, 1997), a community's ritualistic
activities should be considered to be inseparable from its worldview. Thus, it is
clear that rituals are prone to change as the conditions of the community change.
AN ILLUSTRATIVE CASE STUDY

This chapter employs what Kozinets (2002) refers to as netnography technique: "a new qualitative research methodology that adapts ethnographic research
techniques to study the cultures and communities that are emerging through
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computer-mediated communications" (p. 62). Netnography, also called online
ethnography or cyber ethnography (Fox & Roberts, 1999), has emerged as a
methodology only within the past decade. Text data was used from the discourse
of bulletin boards within a selected Internet community, BabyCenter.com. This is
a site on the Internet for new and expectant parents. The community section within
the site includes bulletin boards, chat areas, special events (usually chat with special guests), and great debates. In order to participate in chats and to post messages
on the community's bulletin boards, a participant has to become a member of
BabyCenter.com. Once registered (which is free of charge), a member can get to
the bulletin boards. A participant can decide on which board to post by defining
the topics that she is most interested in. Once a participant found her niche, she
may see many "topics" on each board. These are also referred to as "threads." She
can post a response on someone's topic, or start one of her own. Most messages
expire in 30 days on most boards (if the topic is no longer active).
In an attempt to explore the complex roles that online rituals play within the
different phases of a community's life cycle, and the relationships between ritual
expression and intragroup processes, we used threads from the Birth Clubs bulletin
boards. The fact that the Birth Clubs bulletin boards are organized according to
"due date" enables us to analyze changes and trends within the community from
inception to decline because new boards are "born" every month. The unit of
analysis was the verbatim thread transcripts, which was operationalized as a post
(seed) with all replies.
We collected messages on five different bulletin boards (cross-sectional) in two
points of time (longitudinal). The complete text of all messages of each bulletin
board was captured for a one-month period during both September 1999 and
November 2000. Our data contain the following: two bulletin boards that are around
6 months old (parents during pregnancy), two bulletin boards that are about 1 year
old (parents with newborn), two bulletin boards that are approximately a year and
a half old (parents with infant), and two bulletin boards that are more than 2 years
old (parents with toddler).
This research adheres to theory-grounding guidelines articulated by Strauss and
Corbin (1998). As Charmaz (1990) suggested: "by starting with data from the lived
experience of the research participants the researcher can from the beginning attend
to how they construct their worlds" (p. 1162). In this process, we read through the
entire set of threads, enabling the development of notions regarding substantive
content areas. These initial areas were aggregated into meaning categories. The
threads were then reanalyzed to further develop thematic categories and to identify
holistic relationships among the meanings and categories members used in their
messages.
In analyzing the transcripts, our interpretations addressed the following issues:
1. Can we identify consumption rituals in a virtual space, where the typical,
established characteristics of rituals are not found?
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2. Can we identify distinct phases in an online community's life cycle? Can we
distinguish different Net rituals that characterize each phase?
3. What symbols are invoked in the different rituals? Can we identify any relationship between these symbols and shifts in members' identity orientation?
What is the primary function that Net ritual activities serve within each
phase? Can we identify any relationships between rituals' symbolic systems
and shifts in rituals' primary function?

Because of the conceptual nature of this chapter and also because of space and
scope constraints, we do not systematically report on all the findings of the grounding case study. Rather, the findings were used first as foundations for the models
and frameworks that we present, and second as illustrations of some selected points
of our argument.

TOWARD A DYNAMIC TYPOLOGY OF RITUAL BEHAVIOR
Rituals in an Online Setting

Our exploratory, theory-grounding study confirmed that many of the characteristics
of ritual activities discussed earlier can be empirically observed in online communities, albeit without the physical manifestation typically present in traditional
settings. An examination of the primary characteristics and principal elements
(cf. Rook, 1985) of ritual behavior as they appeared in the exploratory study of
online communities is provided in Table 1.2.
First, although ritualistic message exchanges on the Internet do not have a formal
script and unquestionably allow for spontaneous variation, we were able to observe
evidence of emergent or casually stereotyped script. Messages that we considered
as rituals tended to be posted with virtually the same content and structure each
time they appeared. For example, messages that were concerned with the creation
of communities' daily routines were very short and formal in style. It seems that
these messages serve as symbolic community markers. Thus, we presume that, in
this context, ritualistic messages function as mnemonic devices that elicit specific
thoughts and sentiments from the individual (Mead, 1956).
Second, individuals who occupied various ritual roles performed ritualistic message exchanges. For example, the typical roles we observed in word-of-mouth
messages include a word-of-mouth seeker and a word-of-mouth provider. As suggested by Rook (1985), ritual roles can be either active or passive. Hence, although
the initiator of the ritualistic message (i.e., the person that posts the seed message)
occupies an active role, as do the various members that post replies, there can be
many other readers that actually participate in the ritual although not in any active
way. Thus much like any other ritual activities, online ritualistic message exchange
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TABLE 1.2
Rituals in an Online Setting
Net Ritual Description
Ritual Elements

Artifacts

Script
Performance role(s)
Audience
Ritual Characteristics

Episodic string of events
Repetition and invariance
Performance

Symbolism

Formalism

No physical artifacts. Community-specific
shorthand communication. Verbal and
graphic artifacts.
Casual script. Similar content of messages.
Various active and passive roles. Freedom
in ritual role enactment.
Members of the bulletin board and members
of other bulletin boards.
Simple string.
Messages with similar content are posted
in different bulletin boards.
No bodily action. One sensory level (through
reading).
Ritual-like messages have the ability to shape
member's experience.
Messages facilitate interpersonal interactions.
Message differentiate the "community"
from others.
Low formalism, possibility of spontaneous
variation.

may be aimed at a larger audience beyond those individuals who have a ritual role.
The audience may include not only other members of the community that read the
thread, but also members of other communities that happen to lurk in the bulletin
board.
Finally, although online ritualistic message exchanges lack physical artifacts to
accompany the ritualistic activity, they can be classified as a verbal rituals (Douglas
& Isherwood, 1978) in which the material exchange of a physical good is replaced
by the exchange of a verbal artifact in the form of message interpretation (see Ritson
& Elliot, 1999). In many ways, one could interpret the specific shorthand and visual
signs that community members develop as a type of verbal or visual artifact that
is used to signal that one is familiar with the group's rituals and belongs there.
It thereby reinforces the separation between members and nonmembers. Multiple
exemplars of observed Net rituals are presented in the later part of this chapter.
Although one could argue that all the messages that are posted on bulletin
boards contain certain roles (e.g., advice seeker, advice giver, joker, etc.), audience, and some kind of simple script, it should be emphasized that it is the symbolic
meaning that occurs when messages are repeatedly written and perceived by community's members that establishes these messages as Net rituals. Hence, we would
consider message exchanges as Net rituals as long as they can be interpreted as
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a means for regulating social behavior of community members and as long as
they generate and express the significance of key symbols within that particular
community.
A Typology of Ritual Behavior

The tremendous variety of rhetorical ritual observed in the data calls for an attempt
to organize them in some meaningful way. Almost all the theories of ritual behavior
come with their own classification systems for analyzing ritual activities. Although
the existing typologies delineate common elements that can be observed among
very different ritual experiences, we argue that their main drawback lies in the fact
that they cannot guide our understanding of why ritual activities transform over
time.
Based on our review of the literature and our exploratory analysis, we have
developed a two-dimensional typology of ritual behavior. The main advantage
of this typology is that it enables us to develop a deeper understanding of the
sources of shifts in ritualistic messages and of the ways these dynamics inspire
communities' transformational processes. The two dimensions are: (1) identity
orientation (i.e., the focus of ritual messages) and (2) patterns of interaction (i.e.,
the functions that ritual messages serve) (see Fig. 1.1).

FIG. 1.1 A typology of ritual behavior.
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Identity Orientation—The Focus of Ritual Activities. Of special interest to
our conceptual framework is social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and
self-categorization theory (Turner, 1987). The central tenet of these theories is that
belonging to a group (whatever size and distribution) is largely a psychological
state that is distinct from being a unique and separate individual. As such, it
confers social identity: a shared, collective representation of who one is and how
one should behave (Turner, 1982). Interindividual attraction, which is grounded
in group membership and is generated by the process of self-categorization, is
responsible for psychological group belongingness. The notion that social identity
and group belongingness are inextricably linked is based on the perception that
one's conception or identity is largely composed of self-descriptions in terms of the
defining characteristics of social groups to which one belongs (Hogg & Abrams,
1998).
Social identity theory and self-categorization theory provide the foundations
for our ritual activities typology in advocating that the self is not a fixed entity, but
is socially defined in the context. Hence, there are different possible identities that
participants can assume within the same interactive context. As Schegloff (1995)
emphasized, "The number of parties into which those participants may be seen to
be organized (because they see themselves so to be organized and to embody that
stance in their conduct) can change continuously as to contingencies of the talks
change, contingencies most centrally supplied by the participants themselves and
the nature of the talk which they undertake with one another" (p. 35). Accordingly,
the choice about what possible self to show is driven by individuals' perceptions of
how the social situation is characterized and what features could be more relevant
and more effective in a given situation.
Furthermore, identities built during the interaction are not only depending on
what each one decides to show about her or his self in that context, but also the
context itself plays an active role in guiding and modeling the possible choices.
In fact, the context gives salience to some specific characteristics of each person,
according to what is happening in that community. Correspondingly, the way
people use identity during discourse in interaction shows that identity is occasioned
(i.e., the specific context shapes the way participants choose to negotiate their
identity) and indexical (i.e., participants choose to give salience to specific aspects
of the self according to their goals in that specific interactive moment) (Sacks,
1992). Ellemers, Kortekaas, and Ouwerkert (1999, p. 372) suggested that members
of a group achieve a social identity that is manifest in: (1) a cognitive component
made up of self-awareness of membership, (2) an affective component consisting of
attachment or feelings of belongingness, and (3) an evaluative component inherent
in collective self-esteem.
Social identity and self-categorization theories assume that there are two types
of self-regulation: as a group member (called "social identity salient") and as an
individual (called "personal identity salient") (Reicher, 1987). The mechanisms by
which these self-definitions are selectively deployed are central to the predictions
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of our theory. The extent to which a categorization is applied at a particular level
is referred to as its salience. Importantly, salience relates not just to the general
relevance of a group membership but refers to a selective change in self-perception
whereby people actually define themselves as unique individuals or as members
of groups. When they define themselves as members of a group they perceive
themselves to be interchangeable with members of that group, and distinct from
members of other groups. Further, this theory acknowledges that the nature of
behavior changes when different self-images become salient (Brown & Turner,
1981; Hogg & Abrams, 1998).
It has been suggested that the Internet represents a kind of "middle landscape"
that allows individuals to exercise their impulses for both separation and connectedness (Healy, 1996). As such, online communities operate as sites where centrifugal
and centripetal forces must meet (see Miller, 1994). Actually, an important technical reality of the Internet is that although it connects people, it also isolates them
physically. This dual identity has interesting and contradictory effects. Similarly,
specifically developed for the context of the Internet is the SIDE model (the Social Identity model of Deindividuation Effects: Spears, Lea, & Postmes, 2000),
which attempts to predict the form and direction of behavior deriving from the
level and content of identity. According to this approach, deindividuation caused
by immersion and anonymity in the group does not result in loss of identity or
reduced self-awareness (as proposed by classical deindividuation theory). Rather
this results in a shift of self-focus from personal to group identity.
In the same vein, we argue that the expression and nature of rituals within Internet communities change as a result of members' contrasting struggle between
social identity and personal identity. Self-definition as either an individual or as a
group member influences the expression of ritualistic messages and consequently
it is through this dynamic nature of rituals that communities develop and transform.
In other words, online communities' communicative practices are codetermined
by the simultaneous and dynamic forces of members' desires for involvement (i.e.,
social identity or commitment) and independence (i.e., personal identity or individualism). The dynamic characteristics of these contradictory desires contribute
to the dynamic nature of rituals. Net rituals serve as the means for acting out the
struggle between the desire for involvement and independence. Accordingly, Net
ritual experiences can be classified as focusing either on the individual or on the
group.
Ritual messages that focus on the individual (i.e., personal identity salient) are
concentrated in the individuals' emotions, needs, and goals. Theses ritual activities
can act as means for a healthy accommodation of the repression of desire (Bell,
1997, p. 15), provide a defense against impulsiveness (Freud, 1962), or contribute
to a person's individuation (Jung, 1958).
By contrast, ritual activities that focus on the group (i.e., social identity salient)
serve as means for regulating group's interactions. Generally, ritual activities
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belong to this group to the extent that they demarcate or celebrate a community's deepest and most closely held values; assert and invoke particular norms,
standards, and values (Lipari, 1999); invoke, foster, and reinvigorate attachments to
social groupings; and communicate affections and sentiments. Following the conceptualizations of social identity theory and self-categorization theory, we suggest
that when members of a community define themselves as members of a group (i.e.,
social identity salient) they discover a world of meanings and transform some of
these meanings to a shared organization of meanings, thus, forming a social entity
and a world of meanings of and for themselves. This practice provides members
who act in line with this shared organization of meanings a sense of security
and common understanding of their belongingeness to a particular, distinguished
group.
Patterns of Interaction—Functions of Ritual Activities. We have already
stressed that messages that we considered as rituals tended to be posted with virtually the same content and structure each time they appeared and served as symbolic
community markers. As such, rituals can be conceptualized as social knowledge
structures that are organized and stored in memory in the form of particular scripts.
It is proposed that these ritual scripts are "shared social schemas" that contain expected sequences of communicative practices to reach certain goals or to behave
appropriately in certain settings (e.g., a roll call may be perceived as a script for
the creation of acquaintance between members of an Internet community). Because ritual activities are shared cognitive structures, it is important to appreciate
that members of online communities may create or act out rituals for specific
functions. Thus, rather than viewing rituals as motivationally vacuous, we assume
that rituals serve and therefore reflect important social and personal needs and
goals.
Specifically, drawing on the seminal work of Bales (1951,1970) on regularities
in group interaction, we propose that Net rituals represent two overarching and conceptually distinct interaction patterns: an informational/instrumental/task-oriented
communicative act and a symbolic/expressive/socioemotional communicative act.
Bales believed that groups have a natural tendency toward equilibrium and, therefore, move through cycles of instrumental and expressive behavior. Accordingly,
he developed a coding system for the systematic observation and analysis of verbal
interactions in a group, called Interaction Process Analysis (IPA). IPA classifies
every communicative act occurring in a group discussion according to socioemotional categories (e.g., shows solidarity/seems friendly, shows tension and shows
antagonism/seems unfriendly) as well as task categories (e.g., gives suggestions,
opinions, or orientation/information, asks for orientation/information, opinions, or
suggestions).
Following this conceptualization, we suggest that Net ritual activities are instrumental or task oriented to the extent that they attempt to accomplish something,
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and to the extent that they serve as means for gaining information about the world
(see also the notions of knowledge and utilitarian functions suggested by Katz,
1960; and, Smith, Bruner, & White, 1956). The information can be aimed either
for individual needs (i.e., rituals that serve as means for organizing individual's personal life) or for community needs (i.e., rituals that serve as means for organizing
community life).
Alternatively, Net ritual activities are relational or socioemotional to the extent
that they act to sustain or weaken interpersonal relationships within the group. As
Keyton (1999) suggested "relational communication in groups refers to the verbal
and nonverbal messages that create the social fabric of a group by promoting relationships between and among group members. It is the affective or expressive dimension of group communication, as opposed to the instrumental, or task-oriented,
dimension" (p. 192). Employing Bales's (1951,1970) conceptualization these type
of ritualistic messages will include interactions that show solidarity, release tension, or indicate acceptance, or alternatively interactions that show disagreement,
tension, and antagonism (see also Katz's [1960] value-expressive and ego-defense
functions, as well as Smith, Bruner, & White's [1956] social-adjustment function,
and Herek's [1986] expressive functions).
To sum up, utilizing this typology, throughout the analysis of the data from
the BabyCenter.com bulletin boards, for each conversation that appeared in the
bulletin boards we analyzed its focus and purpose and its regularities of content
and form, confirming that there are different ritualistic practices that have rather
different focuses and support rather different functions.

A PROPOSED MODEL FOR ONLINE COMMUNITY
TRANSFORMATIONAL PROCESSES

The exploratory, theory-grounding inquiry brought a whole new insight concerning the evolution of the relationship within the community, proposing a new
way to conceptualize group development. This novel perspective perceives the
community development as a continuous process of reciprocal social construction. As such, it provides guidance on the interplay between communities' development and circumstantial events, on triggers of change, and on the mechanisms that cause a community to remain in any stable phase. It is important to
understand that although in the subsequent netnographic investigation we have
arbitrarily separated ritualistic communicative practices into several states, the
actual process is fluid and unexpected. At any moment, the community can reverse direction and move back into a previous communicative ritual or suddenly
switch to a whole new communicative ritual. Yet for the purpose of this analysis and for simplicity and clarity, throughout this netnographic account we concentrate on the major milestones in the communities' interaction processes (see
Table 1.3).

TABLE 1.3
Integrative Model: Net Ritual Expression and Online Community Relationships
States

to

Ritual
Themes

Ritual
Function

Ritual
Orientation

Ritual
Type

Examples of
Ritual Activities

Acquaintance

Anarchism,
Impulsiveness,
Opportunism

Task-oriented
Informational
Instrumental

Personal identity
salient

Self-centered
Instrumental

Roll calls

Construction

Planning,
Coordination,
Structuring

Task-oriented
Informational
Instrumental

Social identity
salient

Group-centered
Instrumental

Web page, email list

Intimacy

Affiliation

Socioemotional
Relational
Symbolic

Personal identity
salient

Self-centered
Relational

Confessions
Secrets

Routine

Intragroup
relationship

Socioemotional
Relational
Symbolic

Social identity
salient

Group-centered
Relational

Setting rules,
Mechanisms for
conflict resolution

Disconnection

Pragmatism

Task-oriented
Informational
Instrumental

Personal identity
salient

Self-centered
Instrumental

Advice seeking
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Comparison of the textual discourse of communities in different developmental
phases suggested that shifts in identity orientation over a community's life span do
not follow a linear pattern but rather are more cyclical in nature. In other words,
members' contrasting struggle between social identity and personal identity was
not solved in one particular phase in one direction or the other, but rather selfdefinition as either an individual or a group member alternated from phase to phase.
State I—Acquaintance

The first state is the creation of the online community. In this initial state a group
of people who share some common interest decide to construct a new subcultural
configuration. This state contains Net rituals that aim to generate and increase the
acquaintance between members of the community. Because this state is typified
by little, if any, formal structure, and little coordination, Net ritual activities that
characterize this state typically belong to the self-centered instrumental quadrant
(see Fig. 1.1). Members engaged in ritual activities that were instrumental in nature
and that were typically focused on the individual.
Examples of Net rituals identified in our exploratory research that appeared in
this state are roll calls. Different types of roll calls are possible, including generic
roll calls (e.g., "Who's who?"), more detailed roll calls (e.g., "Anyone want to
say where they are from or what kind of weather they are having?"), or even
personal roll calls (e.g., "Where did you and your significant other meet?"). Roll
calls serve many instrumental purposes in this phase, including getting to know
each other, allowing members who lost track for a while to catch up, and giving
newcomers who are excited to join the bulletin board the opportunity to become
part of the community. It is interesting to note that at this early phase members
have tended to participate in roll calls, writing about themselves with no evidence
for any interest in what others write about themselves or of even reading others'
messages. Thus, although roll calls may be initiated as a group activity, in fact,
in this phase messages that appeared in roll calls focused mostly on individuals
(i.e., personal identity salient).
Hence, in many ways, in the first state the bulletin board seems to be like a
public square, with people joining and leaving regularly. Appropriately, most of
the messages at this phase focused on individuals' needs and experiences (i.e.,
personal identity salient). Thus, in this first discontent state (see Worchel's [1994]
cyclical stage model for a similar conceptualization) members still feel alienated
from the group, and centrifugal forces are dominant.
State 2—Construction

The second state is concerned with the establishment of an organized online community with certain signals and symbols that differentiate the community from
others. These symbols aim to promote community pride, sense of collectivity, and
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cohesiveness. In this state we observed rituals that invoke symbols of unity, for instance, by making explicit references to "our bulletin board." Also, ritual activities
emphasize the differences between "us" and "others":
I am so glad our board is up and healthy and ready for the holidays (cause with my
in-laws, I know I'm gonna need lots of support round that time).
What a wonderful bb [(bulletin board)] we have where women give each other such
strong, supportive comfor... it is the best board here and has been nothing but
information.

Net ritual activities that characterize this state typically belong to the groupcentered instrumental quadrant (see Fig. 1.1). Members were engaged in ritual
activities that are task oriented (i.e., instrumental or informational) and that are
typically focused on the group. Other examples of Net rituals that appear in this
stage include messages that relate to the creation of a community Web page,
community photo album, or community's email list. Most of these posts were very
short and formal in style. Also in this state individual participants were starting to
perform specific roles within the community, thus, participants were organizing
specific threads and a community's host was nominated.
It is important to emphasize that although these messages were focused on the
group they were mainly instrumental (i.e., concerned with the establishment of
an organized online community with certain signals and symbols). At this state,
members of the group were able to counter the forces that pull participants away
from the group by maintaining a minimum of group cohesion through groupfocused task-oriented interactions (i.e., organization and coordination of group
activities).
State 3—Intimacy
The third state is concerned with the establishment of commitment and cohesion.
This state is typified by informal communication. We observed Net rituals that
invoke symbols of unity by implicitly increasing intimacy between members of
the community. Ritual activities that characterize this state typically belong to the
self-centered relational quadrant (see Fig. 1.1). Members were engaged in ritual
activities that are socioemotional in nature and that are typically focused on the
individual.
Typical demonstrations of intimacy that we observed were ritualized messages
in which members relate to other members of the community as close friends:
I am sitting here wishing I had someone to call and talk to and thought of you guys.
I cannot call my sisters because I will get the I told you so
Thank you all for
listening, you are great.
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Another example for ritualistic practices that appear in this state were messages
that contain confessions or sharing secrets with members of the community while
keeping them hidden from others outside the community:
Hi ladies. I hope you are all doing better than I am in the child care area. I thought we
had our situation all figured out until my mil [mother in law] told us that she would
not mind watching the baby. Don't get me wrong I am happy she offered but she
made a comment about having to start all over again raising children
Anyway
what kind of questions do you ask a relative?... I don't want to hurt my mil [mother
in low] feeling and that can be done easy with her.... I would say email but dh [dear
husband] checks my email and I certainly do not want to get him mad at me.

It should be emphasized that although messages in this state serve symbolic
functions by alignment of oneself with other members of the community, Net
rituals here were concentrated in the individuals' emotions, needs, and goals and
not in the group's concerns per se. Accordingly, these Net ritual practices typically
fit in to the self-centered relational quadrant.
State 4—Routine

The fourth state is characterized by stable structures, formalization of rules, and
emphasis on norms and procedures. Accordingly, we observed ritualized messages
that were socioemotional in nature and that were concerned with the community's
intrarelationships (i.e., focused on the group). Ritual activities that characterize
this state typically belong to the group-centered relational quadrant (see Fig. 1.1).
This type of ritualistic messages focuses on the group and consists of interactions that show solidarity, release tension, or indicate acceptance, or alternatively
interactions that show disagreement, tension, and antagonism.
Typically, in this state, the relationships between members of the online community were dynamic, characterized by positive and negative interactions and
feelings:
Hi, I know you are hurt by some of the comments made to you on your post but this
has been a very hot topic here in this board. Literary people were fighting with each
other with hateful words. I know that you did not know this and no one should criticize
anybody's parenting. Like we have said it before if you don't like the posting posted
don't read it. Please don't feel like you don't have a support group here because you
do.

The ups and downs within the community's intrarelationships commonly result
in the development of norms and coping strategies for dealing with conflict among
members. Also, often members demonstrate involvement and appreciation of their
intrarelationships as illustrated in the following message:
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I hope our board can make it through this—I visit every day and count on the support
I receive here. If I see a post that seems to be personal rather than practical, I just
don't read it. But I count on the input from more experienced moms and I hope that
resource won't go away. Let's all try and get back to the supportive environment we
all want to create.

Despite the conflictual nature of numerous messages in this state, it seems that
the fact that these messages were essentially focused on the community, its importance, and its goals, sets in motion a whole new atmosphere with a much more
cohesive community. At this time, the centripetal forces were getting stronger and
the attention of group members was focused on the bond between themselves and
the group. Participants discussed numerous issues that were concerned with the
community's intrarelationships, including the content of the topics that should be
discussed in the board; procedures to participate in conversations and, ultimately,
to prevent conflict; the role of the community's hosts in monitoring group's conversations; and plentiful statements on the importance, the value, and the uniqueness
of the board.
Indeed, groups often develop their conflict-handling norms "on the fly," settling on norms by trial and error and often with considerable turbulence (Arrow,
McGrath, & Berdahl, 2000). As Keyton (1999) suggested: "these powerful regulations of group members' behavior generally develop slowly, often implicitly,
and typically unconsciously from social pressures exerted in group interaction"
(p. 206).
State 5—Disconnection

The fifth state is characterized by adaptation and decentralization. Typically, we
would expect a disappearance of original community patterns. The focus in this
state is on pragmatic issues. Consequently, relationships in this state would typically be instrumental or informational in nature, focusing on the needs of individuals. Accordingly, our observations demonstrate that Net rituals in this state
were usually in the form of "seeking advice" or "giving advice." In fact, members
did not demonstrate much attention to others' posts. Thus, during this time many
participants were starting to feel that their threads go unnoticed, causing them to
experience such feelings as alienation, disengagement, and disconnection. Accordingly, ritual activities here resembled in a sense ritual activities that had appeared
in the first state, albeit without the excitement that characterizes that state.
CONCLUSION

In a nutshell, the netnographic analysis mentioned here is original in emphasizing
the role that ritual practices play in communities' evolution. Moreover, this analysis
calls attention to the fact that complex systems of the sort of online communities
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never settle to a fixed state. On the contrary, these systems are subject to constant
perturbation, which drives bursts of transient behavior. Definitely, change events
vary in how much and how directly they perturb a group's communicative rituals.
It is important to understand that "groups do not respond to change as a generic
event. Different kind of change has different meanings to group members and
different implications for group coordination and development. The same event
can evoke different responses from different groups or from the same group at
different time" (Arrow, McGrath, & Berdahl, 2000, p. 195).

IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Consumer researchers have often ignored the "embeddedness of psychological
processes in larger schemes of relations such as culturally shared and socially
communicated Networks of reasoning" (Ward & Reingen, 1996, p. 305). From
its outset, consumer research has relied heavily on cognitive psychology (Wells,
1993; Costa, 1995; Ward & Reingen, 1996). Research inspired by the lens of
cognitive psychology regards the internal "information processing" actions of individuals as the focal phenomena (Ward & Reingen, 1996). Actually, much of
the traditional social psychology is individualistic in nature, in that it "explains
the social group in terms of properties of the individual" (Hogg & Abrams, 1998,
p. 12). Consequently, despite the importance ascribed to the idea of communal
consumption, consumer research has largely neglected the sociocultural settings
that contextualize consumers' communities.
Therefore, this chapter should not be seen as just another example of the growing
interest in ritual activities within consumer behavior studies. Unlike past research
that was mainly interested with theories on the role of rituals in various events
within consumers' lives and activities, this chapter portrays rituals as a system
of contextually generated meanings whose nature is, in and of itself, worthy of
investigation. Moreover, from a thematic point of view, this chapter is interested
with how members of communities use rituals as means to symbolically create an
ordered world. Also, meeting Porter's (1996) appeal, this chapter provides new
insights into the ways the Internet affects our understanding and experience of
community as well as the sociology of virtual communities and the precise nature
of the communality they claim to embody.
The goal of this chapter is also to provide direction for better managing and
facilitating consumer-to-consumer interactions on the Internet. By understanding
the processes by which communities develop, marketers will be able to identify the
needs and interests of community members in different states within the community
lifespan. This will enable them to make the experience in the community more
compelling for members. Through this research, it is hoped that marketers will
be able to leverage the unique asset of member-generated content. First, emphasis
should be placed on creating incentives for members to spend increasing time in the
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community. It is assumed that the more satisfactory the experience, the less likely
consumers are to switch to a competing community and the more likely they are
to spend more time on each visit. Understanding the drivers of community change
can aid in the design of sites most likely to attract consumers. Second, efforts
should be aimed at facilitating personal relationships and sense of belongingness.
By designing sites that incorporate the psychological and social meanings that
characterize phases in a community's life cycle, marketers will be able to promote
the salience of the community for its members.
Future empirical research should attempt to explore further the role that rituals
play within the different phases of a community life cycle and the relationship
between ritual expression and intragroup processes in other types of communities.
Because we recognize that most of the participants in the BabyCenter.com are
women, gender issues may limit the generalizability of this research. And providing that gender has been shown to affect communication styles (Tannen, 1990),
this might be also relevant to online communication. Future research should attempt to explore whether and how relationship building is affected by gender in
different types of communities. Moreover, the use of baby-oriented community
enables us to observe the life cycle of a community in a somewhat definite way.
It would be interesting for future research to explore communities' life cycles in a
more fluid community, when the phases are not so clear and people are constantly
joining and leaving the community. We believe that the investigation of the characteristics of ritual activities in such a naturalistic setting as virtual community
can make a substantial contribution to the consumer literature on both ritual and
virtual communities. Using both longitudinal and cross-sectional text data from
the discourse of bulletin boards, researchers may further examine the preliminary
model presented earlier, with the intent of lending support to the contention that
social identity, as reflected in expressions of community ritual, is differentially
reflected in different communities.
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