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Abstract 

In existing virtual ideas communities (VICs) there are no functionalities that allow members 

to signal directly their skills and competences. While through submitted ideas, users of VICs 

can signal their competencies indirectly, a possibility to communicate explicitly their skills 

and competencies is missing. Drawing from existing literature within the field of VICs we 

assume that users that have the possibility to signal their skills will be more active. Hence, to 

satisfy members' self-marketing needs, community members have to be provided with possi-

bilities or, more specifically, functionalities which enable them to signalize their proficien-

cies. Against this backdrop, we designed profile functionalities based on the signaling theory. 

In addition to systematically designing these IT artefacts, our research in progress also con-

tains a first evaluation. 
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1. Introduction 

This paper describes the case of SAPiens, which is a virtual ideas community hosted by SAP, 

a German software provider. SAPiens enables customers, users and employees of SAP to de-

velop, publish and evaluate ideas in a collaborative manner. These ideas basically concern 

new, respectively optimized functionalities regarding the SAP ERP software and services that 

are offered by SAP. Given these characteristics, SAPiens can be considered as a typical ideas 

community, within which like-minded people come together to work on a concrete task and to 

push a specific innovation project further (Gerybadze, 2004; von Hippel, 2005).  

Virtual ideas communities (VIC) such as Dell’s “Ideastorm” are becoming increasingly popu-

lar as platforms for firms to engage customers in their innovation activities. In general, VICs 

are kept very simple: customers can submit ideas and discuss these ideas in a collaborative 

manner. While these functionalities enable companies to improve their product and services in 

a co-productive manner, the potential of idea communities has not yet been completely uti-

lized. This is because there is evidence that customers participate in VICs not only to satisfy 

their creative urge and product-related curiosity (fun-motive), but also for self-marketing rea-

sons (Bretschneider, 2012). It is found that customers seek to demonstrate their capabilities 

and skills through their submitted ideas. The reason for doing so is the desire to promote own 

business opportunities by showing their skills to the community owner as well as to be recog-

nized by peers and to enhance the reputation within the community (Hars & Ou, 2002a; 

Hertel et al., 2003a; Lakhani & Wolf, 2005; Shah, 2006). Hence, in order to be able to satisfy 

the depicted motives, community members have to be provided possibilities or, more specifi-

cally, functionalities which enable them to signalize their proficiencies. 

Against this backdrop, in this paper we design and evaluate profile-functionalities that allow 

VIC members to explicitly signal their skills and capabilities on the basis of existing theories. 

To design the corresponding functionalities, we follow the design science approach. First, we 

elaborate on the relevance of the problem at hand and justify our efforts to design the new 

functionalities. Second, we design the new functionalities on the basis of the signaling theory. 

In doing so, we intend to answer the following research question: 

Which functionalities effectively enable users of a Virtual Ideas Community to signal their 

skills and competencies? 

 



2. Methodical Approach 

We follow the design science approach (Hevner et al., 2004) in our research. The Design Sci-

ence Research (DSR) approach, originating in the Engineering Sciences, has increased in 

popularity of late among researchers in the IS domain, as it represents a set of analytical tech-

niques and perspectives for performing research in IS (Eekels & Roozenburg, 1991; Vaishna-

vi & Keuchler, 2004). We first elaborated on the relevance of the problem at hand and justi-

fied our efforts to design the new functionalities. Within this first cycle (relevance cycle) we 

also identified the requirements for our artefact within the application domain. Thereby, we 

intended to build the foundations for the following design activities. These activities are part 

of the second cycle (design cycle) within which we design our artefact. Third, we discuss the 

results of our design efforts as well their consequences to the existing knowledge (rigor cy-

cle). Our methodical approach is depicted in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: Methodical Approach (adapted from (Hevner et al., 2004)) 

 

3.  Users’ Signaling Motives within Virtual Ideas Communities 

Before executing the corresponding design efforts, it is necessary to take a closer look at ex-

isting knowledge in order to derive requirements for profile functionalities. Therefore, we first 

specify users’ motives that drive users to participate and become active in VICs. We then fo-

cus on self-marketing and recognition motives, which we regard as being relevant moving 

causes for users to express themselves and their inherent abilities in VICs. This will take into 

account a description of the concept of the signaling theory first developed by Michael 

Spence (Spence, 1973). 

 



3.1. Motives in VICs 

Idea communities such as SAPiens support the integration of customers in the early phases of 

a company’s innovation process. Here, companies try to acquire plentiful, as well as valuable, 

innovation ideas from community members. The success of VICs thus strongly depends on 

the willingness of community members to submit own ideas and contribute to other ideas 

within the community. Meanwhile, this engagement of submitting ideas and contributing to 

other members’ ideas in VICs strongly depends on the motives of the community members 

(Ebner et al., 2009; Leimeister et al., 2009). To strengthen the engagement of the community 

members as well as to get highly qualitative and innovative ideas and contributions, it is 

therefore crucial for the provider of such platforms to have a detailed understanding of com-

munity members’ motivation. This understanding is necessary to develop a community con-

cept that fits to the motivation of the community members. A review of studies that focus on 

virtual communities reveals that motives function as pivotal factors that affect the behaviour 

of humans regarding their activity in online communities (Hertel et al., 2003b; Shah, 2006; 

Tedjamulia et al., 2005; Wasko & Faraj, 2000). 

Generally, motives are considered as the moving causes for human behaviour, as they repre-

sent the driving forces that adjust an individual’s behaviour towards a concrete goal (e.g., 

Stagner, 1977). Therefore, motives contain an activating component that empowers the organ-

ism to act and achieve a cognitive minted goal orientation. The connection of these two com-

ponents can be seen in a specific action (e.g., posting an idea in a virtual community) which is 

undertaken to satisfy a certain motive (e.g., gaining peer recognition). Thus, a human is en-

couraged by his motives to undertake a certain behaviour. Motives are temporally, relatively 

stable, psychological dispositions of individuals, which are partly inborn and partly acquired 

in the course of a human’s socialization process (Brennecke & Amick, 1978; Lakhani & von 

Hippel, 2003).  

In the field of motivational psychology, there are different approaches to classify the various 

motives. For instance, it is a common method to differentiate humans’ motives into intrinsic 

and extrinsic motives (see e.g., Cotton et al., 1997; Dagenais, 1998; Harter & Jackson, 1992; 

Ryan & Deci, 2000). According to Staw (1976), or Benabou and Tirole (2003), amongst oth-

ers, intrinsic motivation refers to the pleasure or value associated with the activity itself (e.g., 

a person plays chess because he/she enjoys effortful thinking). The underlying motives here 

are stimulated by an inborn feeling, such as hunger or thirst, not by an external or situational 



context (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Extrinsic motivation, on the other hand, refers to the value an 

individual places on the ends of an action and the probability of reaching these ends (Staw, 

1976). The underlying motives arise directly from external stimuli that are perceived from 

situational context. These are external rewards, such as money, awards, or recognition (e.g., 

an individual participates in an ideas competition because of the prize money or because 

he/she seeks for recognition from peers).  

In the scientific field of open innovation, several studies have tried to examine consumers’ 

motivation and the underlying motives for participating in open innovation activities. The 

focus is especially on intrinsic motives, which encourage individuals to take part in VICs even 

though the operators do not offer monetary or material rewards. This circumstance applies 

also to open source projects within which individuals take part without being rewarded mone-

tarily for their effort. Reviewing several studies that examine consumers’ motives for partici-

pating in open source projects (e.g., Ghosh et al., 2002; Hars & Ou, 2002b), Bretschneider 

and Leimeister (2011) outline six motives that can be considered as moving causes for taking 

part in VICs. Motives such as ‘altruism,’ ‘learning’ and ‘fun’ (e.g., joy of programming) have 

been examined in several studies – most often in the course of open source communities 

(Ghosh et al., 2002; Shah, 2006). Other studies have outlined the will of VIC users to ‘im-

prove certain products’ by contributing their ideas (Di Gangi & Wasko, 2009; West & 

Lakhani, 2008).  

There has, however, been less focus on the motive of ‘self-marketing’ – especially within the 

frame of VICs. We suggest that this motive is highly relevant when considering VICs: Mem-

bers of a VIC participate in VICs not only to satisfy their creative urge and product-related 

curiosity (fun-motive), but also for self-marketing reasons. For community members, this 

motive manifests itself in the possibility of proving their skills, know-how and talent to the 

operating company. In doing so, the community members are able to recommend themselves 

as promising potential workforces. Self-marketing thus refers not only to career possibilities 

derived from active participation in a virtual community, but also to community members’ 

endeavour of gaining recognition by peers and other community members. 

However, existing VICs do not provide their members with the possibility of actively high-

lighting these attributes, even though members have the need to showcase their skills. We 

suggest that the intention to demonstrate personal capabilities or competencies – either to im-

prove job opportunities or to attain recognition within the community – can be compared with 



the situation of job candidates in the labour market, who try to signalize their skills to poten-

tial employers. In either context, there are information asymmetries between two parties: The 

first party (e.g., employee, community member) is well-informed about, in this case, the per-

sonal competencies, whereas the other party (e.g., employer, community provider) is not able 

to determine the first party’s characteristics. Thus, the first party seeks ways to disclose, re-

spectively, signalize the personal abilities. In this paper, we propose signaling to be a viable 

and under-examined mechanism through which community members are able to reveal their 

competencies and thereby satisfy the underlying motives, i.e., the self-marketing motive. In 

the subsequent section we outline the theory behind this mechanism. 

3.2. Signaling Theory 

The basal premise of the signaling theory is that the information distribution between different 

actors in the market is imperfect (Boulding & Kirmani, 1993). By using an example from the 

second-hand car market, Akerlof (1970) describes in his prominent article “market for lem-

ons” that in a situation where buyers cannot ascertain the quality of products (i.e., certain used 

cars), markets would collapse because of buyers’ accruing aversion to buy these products. In 

this case, the second-hand car market is characterized by asymmetric information distribution, 

resulting in the fact that customers do not have the same information as vendors. Therefore, 

customers are not able to determine the ‘real’ quality of a specific car. Cars with a higher 

quality and correspondingly higher prices do not get sold because buyers are unsure about the 

true quality of the used cars. “As a result there tends to be a reduction in the average quality 

of goods and also in the size of the market”(Akerlof, 1970).  

In his formulation of the signaling theory, Spence (1973) shows that in markets characterized 

by information asymmetry (such as the described second-hand car market), reestablishment of 

effective exchange could be achieved if ‘above-average’ quality product sellers could engage 

in (some costly) effort to signal their quality to the market (Ndofor & Levitas, 2004). In order 

to model the signaling mechanism, Spence (1973) utilizes the labour market and the inherent 

asymmetric information distribution. Here, potential employers (i.e., firms) are insufficiently 

informed about the quality of job candidates. However, job candidates can utilize their educa-

tion level as a signal to demonstrate their ‘quality’ – i.e., their competencies and abilities – to 

potential employers (Connelly et al., 2011). Such signals are important because they contain 

and reveal information about unobservable characteristics of a job seeker to the uninformed 

employer (Ndofor & Levitas, 2004). According to Spence (1974), signals can be considered 



as “activities or attributes of individuals in a market, which, by design or accident, alter the 

beliefs of, or convey information to, other individuals in the market” (Spence, 1973). Signals 

are effective provided that they supply information about the quality of the unobservable 

characteristics or attributes. 

As stated previously, in Michael Spence’s exposition, the educational level serves as one pos-

sible way to signal an applicant’s unobservable qualities. However, there are also other possi-

bilities to signal personal skills. For instance, postgraduate trainings (Sieben, 2007) or ad-

vanced vocational trainings (Hämäläinen, 2002) that are provided by universities, municipal 

consultancy operations or education companies. Successfully completed trainings demonstrate 

potential to employers the worker quality or other attributes, such as high motivation and abil-

ities. Second, work experience in general or work experience with specific artefacts 

(Häkkinen, 2006; Rich, 1996) may also function as a signal. For instance, nowadays employ-

ers very often demand a specific level of knowledge or an amount of experience with certain 

software programs. In this connection, specific training courses regarding the required (soft-

ware) program may also highlight further personal qualities or skills (Blundell et al., 1996; 

Booth, 1993; Richardson & Van den Berg, 2002). 

Referring to the self-marketing motive outlined in the previous section, we know that VIC 

users inherit the need to demonstrate their skills and abilities in order to make themselves at-

tractive for the VIC provider or enhance their reputation within the community. In this setting, 

we virtually have a market interaction, in which community members know their qualities and 

want to express these, but the operators as well as the community members are not fully in-

formed about these qualities. Hence, in order to be able to satisfy this depicted motive, com-

munity members have to be provided possibilities or, more specifically, functionalities which 

enable them to signalize their proficiencies. 

4. Design of the Signaling Supporting Components 

After having grounded our design efforts in existing theories as well as in existing practical 

applications, we now describe the resulting functionalities that we implemented on SAPiens. 

In the previous section, we found that self-marketing is a relevant motive in the context of 

virtual ideas communities. We constituted that signaling and thus also the self-marketing mo-

tive can be enhanced by offering community members a section within their profile where 

they can document personal abilities. In order to enable community members to signal their 

skills and competencies, we identified three different aspects: (1) work experience (Häkkinen, 



2006; Rich, 1996), (2) specific training courses (Blundell et al., 1996; Booth, 1993; 

Richardson & Van den Berg, 2002) and (3) advanced vocational training (Hämäläinen, 2002; 

Sieben, 2007). Accordingly, the resulting functionalities have to address these different as-

pects which enable community members to effectively signalize their skills and competencies 

according to the topic of the community as well as its skills and competencies in other fields. 

In order to ensure that the resulting functions satisfy the users’ needs, we constantly evaluated 

our artefacts. We therefore interviewed community members in order to learn about their 

needs. Additionally, we interviewed two moderators and two administrators of the SAPiens 

community in order to find out more about the kind of information that would be interesting 

to them. Moreover, we used these interviews to explore the technical constraints when im-

plementing the resulting functionalities on SAPiens. Table 1 provides an overview of the dif-

ferent evaluation steps.  

Table 1: Evaluation Steps within the Design Cycle 

Evaluation steps Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 

Methodical  

Approach 

Semi-structured  

Interviews 

Semi-structured  

Interviews 

Expert discussions 

Subject of inter-

est 

Broad insight into the needs 

of customers 

Insights into the 

needs of the 

community host 

Technical constraints 

Interlocutor Community members of 

SAPiens 

Moderators of 

SAPiens 

Administrators of 

SAPiens 

Results Free text boxes in order to 

express the full range of 

competencies 

Drop-down-menu sufficient 

to express SAP-related ex-

periences 

Special interest in 

SAP related 

competencies 

Design requirements 

 

As a result of these interviews, we launched three sections within the user’s profile: “about 

me,” “SAP domains that I am an expert in” and “level of expertise related to SAP.” In order 



to give community members the possibility to signalize their work experience in regard to the 

usage of the several SAP-products, we designed a section dealing with the “level of expertise 

related to SAP.” This section comprises a drop-down register that enables the users to select 

among three different levels of SAP-experiences. By implementing this section, we intended 

the users to signal their expertise to other community members, thus satisfying their need for 

recognition. 

To realize the signaling of specific training courses, a section called “SAP domains that I am 

an expert in” was designed as a free text box. In this section the users are expected to provide 

information about the SAP-products and -areas that they have addressed in the course of past 

training courses. One example of such courses is the successful attendance of a SAP TERP 10 

course. In this field the community members have the possibility to list up to ten different 

topics that are displayed publicly in the user’s profile. By providing this section to the com-

munity members, users are able to satisfy their self-marketing motive by showing their SAP-

related skills and competencies to the host of the community. The users are thereby able to 

provide the host with the possibility of contacting interesting community members selectively 

for the purpose of future recruiting measures. Moreover, users are able to show their SAP-

related skills to the community, thus satisfying their need for recognition among peers and 

allowing them to contact a suitable user in case they need help in elaborating on a submitted 

idea. 

To give the community members the opportunity to signal postgraduate trainings or advanced 

vocational training not directly related to the topic of the community, we designed the “about 

me” section. In this section members are able to insert general information about themselves 

as well as their skills and competencies that are not directly related to the field of SAP. Here, 

users of our community have the opportunity to write a random number of letters into a free 

text field. The information provided is then displayed publicly within the user’s profile. We 

implemented this section in order to give the community members the possibility of signaling 

their full range of competencies to the host of the community – in this case SAP. In this way, 

we intend to satisfy the users self-marketing motive. Figure 2 illustrates the resulting func-

tionalities as well as their implementation on SAPiens. Please note that the screenshot was 

made anonymous. 



 

Figure 2: Profile Section within SAPiens 

 

5. Discussion 

The results of this research in progress provide different implications for VIC providers in 

practice: First, we demonstrate what kind of functionalities can be designed on the basis of the 

signaling theory in order to address the self-marketing motive of community users. Based on 

insights from signaling theory, we have been able to develop three different functionalities 

that can be set up within the profiling section. The study then reveals if these functionalities 

are appropriate for enabling the self-marketing motivated users to signalize their skills and 

abilities. Based on the upcoming results, VIC providers will be offered suggestions if, and if 

so, how to implement such functionalities in their communities. 

Meanwhile, the theoretical contribution of this ongoing research will be twofold. In the first 

place, this research will contribute to the design process of VICs. It is acknowledged that the 

continuous development and improvement of online communities in general is necessary for 

those to remain interesting and appealing to users. Our work will demonstrate if the DSR ap-

proach (in our specific case) is useful regarding the design of specific functionalities that ad-

dress customers’ motives adequately. Our artefact is just one example that outlines how it is 

possible to design new applications for VICs purposefully based on the DSR approach. 



In the second place, we hope to contribute to the signaling theory, which hitherto has not been 

considered in the course of virtual community research. Various studies within the field of 

information economics have empirically shown that the signaling mechanism works because 

thereby information asymmetries are eliminated (Connelly et al., 2011). Also within market-

ing – where various marketing-mix measures are utilized to signal the unobservable quality of 

a product – it has been shown that effective signaling leads to a higher quality perception 

(Kirmani & Rao, 2000). The underlying research now takes into account the signaling mecha-

nism in the field of IS: We build upon the idea behind the signaling theory – i.e., we use the 

signaling mechanism in order to eliminate information asymmetries between community 

members amongst themselves, as well as between community members and the community-

operator. Our findings will show that the functionalities we developed are used by community 

members who inherit the self-marketing motive. We thus hope to analyse the relevance and 

the significance of the signaling theory within the setting of VICs. 

5.1. Next Steps and Future Research 

Nevertheless, as this is a research in progress work, the final evaluation of the resulting func-

tionalities has not been finished. Hence, we are not able to predict whether the expected im-

plications can be fully realized. As a consequence, our future research will aim at completing 

the evaluation of the proposed functionalities. In order to determine whether the new func-

tionalities are capable of fulfilling users’ needs, we intend to evaluate them within the applica-

tion domain. It is thus important to identify appropriate methods that allow for the evaluation 

of an artefact in regard to the proposed goal (Hevner, 2007). The objective of this paper was 

to design profiling functionalities that would be able to satisfy users’ motives of signalizing 

their skills and competencies. Given this goal, we will evaluate the implemented functionali-

ties based on their ability to fulfil the corresponding motives of the community members. We 

will therefore implement the functionalities on SAPiens and promote them within the com-

munity. Thereafter, we will evaluate the functionalities based on the user's perception. In do-

ing so, we intend to come up with an artefact that will enable users of a VIC to directly signal-

ize their proficiencies in order to satisfy their self-marketing needs. 
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