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Executive Summary 

The participative user that is linking him- or herself in the online ecosystem with 

different social media techniques has become a central player in the media 

companies’ businesses. While many of the companies have been adopting new 

techniques rather swiftly, the strategic viewpoint towards the user-consumer is 

still narrow and somewhat traditional. In order to develop tools for coping with 

the fragmentation of the audiences and for gaining revenues from the highly 

competed online markets, the media companies need to reconsider the role of the 

participative user in their whole business model. 

In here we unravel the challenge of the user in the future business model through 

two company cases from Finnish media industry. We use these cases and the 

Business Model Canvas from Alex Osterwalder and Yves Pigneur (2010) to 

sketch out questions that help in fitting the user in the business model, and in 

understanding the nature of the user activity in it. The results imply that the role of 

the user is far more extensive than that defined in the existing models, and that the 

user can be considered as a central denominator in the key resources, key 

activities and key partners of an online media service. 
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1 Introduction 

Traditional media companies have tried to mold their business models to fit online 

ecosystems for over 15 years now. The results have been varying and success 

often short-lived – two characteristics that appear to be relatively common in 

online businesses on the whole. Many, and often rather concerned, comments 

have recently been written about the effects of online content and deteriorating 

advertising revenue to traditional media business models (see for example Collins 

2011, Berman et al. 2011). Most studies concerning this challenge of future media 

business models take rather narrow viewpoint concentrating on revenue models 

only. However, these suggested media revenue models usually end up being some 

combinations from familiar elements of public funding, subscription fees, 

advertising and different kind of additional transactions or facilitating 

transactions. More systematic considerations of other business model elements 

alongside revenue models could help in figuring out the right combinations of 

these revenue streams in order to build successful earnings logics for media.  

The participating user that emerged in to the ecosystem with full of power, 

challenges and possibilities in the early 2000’s has drawn the media companies 

even further away from their traditional value chain of production, distribution 

and consumption (see Bruns 2008). It is not the user participation itself that is 

something new and challenging – letters to the editor have existed for centuries, 

and even computerized social media has been around for three decades – it is the 

scale and volume of it combined to the shift that is happening in public’s thinking. 

User is expecting a possibility to participate – for example by commenting, 

sharing, reworking and personalizing – in digital services. There are critical 

voices too towards user participation and co-creation, which could be seen above 

all as popular buzz words in business discourse. Addition to writing inspiring 

manifestos about these phenomena, they should be dismantled in order to 

understand their effects (Van Dijck & Nieborg 2009, Macnamara 2010).  

In this report, we are trying to dismantle the idea of participating user by 

analyzing its impacts from business model perspective. Our goal is to illustrate the 

challenge of the participating user through two company cases from Alma 

Mediapartners and Otavamedia and through the business model ontology crafted 

by Osterwalder (2004, 2010). Osterwalder’s and Pigneur’s (2010) widely 

referenced business model canvas is a tool for designing business models. The 

canvas consists of 9 building blocks, which are customer segments, value 

proposition, (delivery) channels, customer relationships, revenue streams, key 

activities, key resources, key partners and cost structure.   

This research was carried out within Adfeed-project, which was supported by 

TEKES as part of the Next Media programme of TIVIT. The aim of the Adfeed -

project was to study new advertising concepts - applying for example social media 

services, augmented reality features and location awareness - in order to find new 

potential revenue models for media. During the two year span (2010-2011), user 

participation in this context of online advertising ecosystem was studied from 

several angles. Research included themes like user and advertiser perceptions of 

instant and local online advertising (Oksman et al. 2010), users’ perceptions of 

advertising in online communities (Oksman et al. 2011a), advertising experts’ 
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opinions on social media marketing (Oksman et al. 2011a), user activities in 

advertising (Ainasoja and Linna 2011), user experiences of location based news 

service (Väätänen and Oksman 2011), users’ perceptions on revenue sharing 

models (Linna 2011, Tammela et al. 2011) and user and advertiser views on 

virtual housing service (Oksman et al. 2011b, Linna et al. 2011). In this report, we 

concentrate on rounding up business model considerations in these different 

concepts with user participation from the viewpoint of media company.  

From concepts tested in Adfeed-project, we chosed two examples to this report 

because of their unique business characteristics. Case from Otavamedia describes 

the role of communities in future magazine business. Currently, different 

customer segments create versatile content in online communities and revenue 

model is based mainly on advertising. The other case example from Alma 

Mediapartners illustrates the future business directions through a new and 

innovative service which has a transaction based earnings logic and clearly 

defined focus theme, housing. 

In this document, we start by illustrating real-life business model challenges by 

letting media experts to describe their visions about concepts with active user 

participation. Then we briefly reflect the theoretical viewpoints to business 

models and summarize the focus of earlier research discussing business models in 

media. Finally, we wrap up by looking at the cases through business model lenses 

and draw some conclusions from both theoretical and managerial perspectives. 

2 Petteri Numminen: User Communities – Key to Future Success 
for Magazine Brands 

If there are books that have foreseen the future, “Net Gain” by John Hagel III and 

Arthur G. Armstrong is a classic. Published as early as 1997, it presented a 

business model for digital media. 

"Net Gain" laid out the economic model to quantify the revenue potential and the 

investment required to build a successful on line community. In order to compete 

in the online economy, a company must establish an entirely new approach to 

product development, marketing, customer service, and distribution, the book 

argued. 

And they were right, at least when it comes to the success of magazine brands on-

line. 

If we look at the most successful magazine brands in the Finnish internet scene, 

there is one thing that is common to almost all sites that get more users then 

others: they are community based.  

Sites for magazines like Tiede (“Science”) or Demi get much more visitors one 

would expect. Demi, aimed for teenager girls, has even become a verb in Finnish 

youth slang: “Mam won’t let me demi before I’ve done my homework”. Demi 

meaning “taking part to the conversation at Demi’s site”. The success behind both 

Demis and Tiede-magazines is the same: lively discussion forum, a community. 
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The most succesfull magazine brand based site today is parenting focused 

Kaksplus.fi (“TwoPlus”) with over 300 000 unique visitors weekly. The success 

of the site is totally based on the discussion forum of the site.  

The forum gets five new comments in a minute and it has some 10 million 

messages on-line. Three discussion topics out of five start as a questions to other 

forum members: “What are you going to eat to day”, “Is Sundsberg in Espoo a 

nice place to live in?” and “Where can I find a nice poem for my friends 

birthday?” Everyday people discussing everyday solutions. 

Otavamedia has a slogan “read the print, use the web”, which lays out the basic 

strategy for a publisher. We have two different products with two different 

income models. Print is based mainly on subscriptions and web is free to users, 

the income comes from advertising. And yet they work nicely together. 

This is somewhat an opposite to the simpler strategy model many publishers use 

on-line. It is still quite common to publish a print paper and then put the same 

articles on-line for free.  

Actually, the web is a source for print. In the case of Kaksplus, the editors of the 

magazine harvest the community for information, experiences and interesting 

persons to be used in the printed stories. And the community loves it, since it 

makes them feel more important.  

Unfortunately, in the future that is not enough. 

Considering the success of magazine-community –model, Otavamedia wanted to 

study the future of communities. Will they survive the Facebook tsunami? We 

believe so, but we must be prepared to develop these communities further. We 

must somehow be able to “give back” more to our on-line communities. In this 

Next Media study we tried to innovate and research new ways to reward key 

members of communities. 

Presumptions were, that since these focused on-line communities clearly are a 

good solution for magazine brands and other players alike, the competition 

between communities will get harder in the coming years. And that’s why we 

have to figure out, how to keep the most valuable members of our communities 

happy. 

Already in “Net Gain” the impact of communities was understood: “Virtual 

communities are not an opportunity that executives can choose to address or to 

ignore. They represent a profound change that will unalterably transform the 

business landscape – and benefit only those who confront it head on.” 

We are in the middle of that change now. 
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3 Miia Nummela: Virtual housing services in Alma Mediapartners 

3.1 New Virtual Housing Service 

Currently Alma Mediapartners does not have any virtual housing services. 

However, it is clear that virtual- and especially 3D - services are going to break 

through in near future in the field of housing. Staying in the frontline of 

development, Alma Mediapartners has to investigate the virtual service solutions 

suitable for user needs.  

After attending to AdFeed project in 2011, Alma Mediapartners outlined basic 

features of new housing service. Service is based on 3D pictures and 3D 

furnishing / interior design opportunities. In the AdFeed project user views toward 

3D furnishing services were asked from Etuovi.com users, from advertisers and 

from bloggers who do interior designs professionally. Attitudes towards new 3D 

interior design services were positive in all three groups.  

In Alma Mediapartner’s point of view, new 3D services would be useful 

especially in interior designs and in planning home furnishing. Alma 

Mediapartner’s home buying and selling service Etuovi.com does not offer tools 

for interior designing, or home furnishing. Today, Etuovi.com only holds services 

for finding and selling homes and real estates.  

3.2 Basic Features of the New Service 

The new service would have the opportunity to hold all home related info in one 

place. This would also include the 3D floor plans of user’s home. Already today 

the 3D floor plans have become more and more popular and are offered to many 

new property builders or buyers. In the future the trend is towards offering 

possibilities to do 3D modeling also in old houses, not only new properties. Cost-

efficient ways in 3D modeling are coming nearer every consumer, in the near 

future it is likely that 3D modeling tools are in the reach of most people.  

This leads to new possibilities in 3D services in housing. Adding 3D floor plan to 

the new service opens an access to different kinds of 3D tools. User could do an 

interior design, or order interior design from a professional. The interior design 

plan would be done using 3D modeled movables, straight to user’s 3D floor plan.  

Movables could be tagged, and tagged pieces of furniture would work as links to 

online shops. Basically the furniture in the plans could be bought with just couple 

of clicks. After the interior design plan would be finished, user could share it to 

friends. Friends could give comments and suggestions based on the plan, or even 

do a redesign as another opinion and send it back to the user for review.  

New service would also allow the possibility to request for quotation. After 

interior design is finished, user could send it to different suppliers. All the 

requests for quotations would be saved and they would be easy to compare.  

Today, ordering home interior designs is somewhat costly and difficult. The new 

service would simplify the process of interior design ordering dramatically. User 

could order an interior design made by a professional just with few clicks and also 

order all the suggested products equally easily.  
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Based on the questionnaire placed on Etuovi.com, customer’s attitudes towards 

virtual 3D home furnishing services are positive. Most of the respondents had not 

used any virtual interior design services. Major part of the users who had used 

some services, thought it had been difficult to use. Interesting result however was 

that 80 % of the respondents said they could use a virtual interior design service 

introduced in the questionnaire. Answers were promising and encourage us to 

develop the services further.  

The virtual interior design services will definitely do breakthrough in the future. 

Anyhow, this requires the services to be easy to use and inspiring for users. The 

new service would inspire users by offering plenty of inspiring pictures to browse. 

Browsing interior designs made by others users can seek inspiration also to their 

own home furnishing.  

3.3 Visitors and Earnings Logic 

The main source of visitor traffic would lie in Etuovi.com. Etuovi already has 

almost 400 000 unique visitors every week, these all already interested in housing. 

Other Alma Media’s strong medias like Iltalehti.fi and Kauppalehti.fi would 

naturally also be a part of generating visitor traffic to the service.  

Access to the new service would be free for users. Interior designs made by users 

would be free of charge. The earnings would come from interior designs made by 

professionals. Anyhow, the cost of the interior design would not be too expensive. 

The tagged movables also offer a chance for new earnings. Online shops would be 

charged for the traffic generated from the tagged furniture.  

Sent requests for quotations would also generate earnings based on leads. All the 

suppliers who join the service and receive requests for quotations would be 

charged. 

3.4 Business Model Challenges 

The main challenge in the service is the risk of users’ lack of interest in 3D 

models and interior designs. If users do not see value in 3D modelled floor plans 

or virtual interior design, there would be no future for such service. Usability of 

the service is here in the key role. Even though users could be brought to the 

service, they will not return if the service is too difficult to use. In order to prevent 

this risk, it would be crucial to take the users along in the development process at 

early phase of the project. 

Lack of advertisers’ interest is also challenge. Advertisers might not be interested 

in being a part of a service where all requests for quotations are sent to all 

suppliers equally. Tagging furniture anyway requires a broad visibility of many 

suppliers in order to be meaningful. Motivation for doing interior designs or 

tagging furniture will not be likely to be high if there are only few possible 

suppliers offering 3D-modelled furniture for use. 

  



Next Media - a Tivit Programme 

 

 Phase 1 (1.2-31.12.2011) 

 

 

WP 1  ADFEED D1.3.5.2 

FITTING USER INTO FUTURE BUSINESS MODEL 

10 (22) 

 

 

4 User, Media and Business Model – Literature and Framing 

4.1 Business Model Definition 

Business models are most often defined by emphasizing value creation: both 

customer perceived value and value (and money) for the company itself. A 

business model describes the rationale of how an organization creates, delivers, 

and captures value (Osterwalder & Pigneur 2010). In slightly different words, a 

business model defines how the enterprise creates and delivers value to customers, 

and then converts payments received to profits (Teece 2010). The role of business 

model can be seen as the translation of a company's strategy into a blueprint of the 

company's logic of earning money, thus acting as a sort of glue between business 

strategy’s visions and implementation processes (Osterwalder 2004). 

We concentrate on business model ontology perspective pursuing to identify 

actual elements of viable business models instead of generic classes of business 

models (e.g. Westerlund et al. 2011, Zott et al. 2010, Osterwalder 2004). By 

analyzing previous studies on business models, Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) 

came up with 9 widely referenced building blocks for business models: value 

proposition, customer segments, customer relationships, channels, revenue 

streams, key activities, key resources, key partners and cost structure. They named 

their framework as business model canvas (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: The Business Model Canvas by Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) 

We apply the general business model canvas framework to media context. 

Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) already use in their book some examples from 

media industry and find their model suitable for media business models: they 

apply their framework to describe the business models of book publishing (like 
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Hulu.com) and two-sided markets
1
 of newspapers (like Metro). Additionally, for 

example Van Tassel and Poe-Howfield (2010) define in their textbook article that 

media business model has four submodels: content model, distribution model, 

marketing model and revenue model. These media submodels are in line with the 

ones of Osterwalder. However, the latter takes better into account the cost 

structure and needed resources, which can also be affected by user participation. 

4.2 User in Media Business Models 

Even though Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) illustrate some media business 

models with their framework, their model does not fully mirror the effects of user 

participation. In their descriptions and business examples, they present user co-

creation and communities as forms of customer relationships alongside personal 

assistance and self-service. 

The other widely used approach in fitting user into business model in media 

research has been attempts to describe user role in the phases of journalistic 

process. For example Bruns (2005) writes that participation can take place in three 

phases of journalistic process: input stage (i.e. providing material and content), 

output stage (i.e. editing and affecting content to be published) and response stage 

(i.e. commenting and extending already published content). Another classification 

is provided by Domingo et al. (2009). They divide journalistic process into five 

phases into which users can participate: 1) access and observation, 2) 

selection/filtering, 3) processing/editing, 4) distribution and 5) interpretation. 

However, these models of user participation do not fully meet the need for 

designing user participation as a part of business models for example in online or 

e-reading contexts. For the first, these process models do not take into account the 

variety of activities outside actual journalistic process that are central in online 

context. For example platform provision, device and network operation 

collaboration and advertising are important in the value chain (Van Audenhove et 

al. 2008) and participating user can have effects on those as well. For the second, 

these process models do not provide tools to illustrate the effects of user 

participation on business model as a whole, for example effects on key activities 

and competences of media company. 

Most of the studies about media business models actually concentrate on revenue 

models alone. Addition to public funding, authors typically name subscription 

fees, advertising or some combination of these to be the traditional sources for 

media revenue (for an overview see for example Hayes & Graybeal 2011). The 

balance between these two is affected for example by competition (Kind et al. 

2009). However, in online environment, subscription fees have gained mixed 

results (for an overview of cases introducing paywalls, see for example 

Macnamara 2010). Industry report from the world association of newspapers 

(WAN-IFRA 2010) recognizes too that charging for content is only partial 

solution in the future. Instead of full paywalls, more flexible ways to pay for 

media content are seen more promising. Examples of these more flexible models 

                                                 
1
 Two-sided markets or multi-sided markets bring together interdependent groups of customers and create value 

as intermediaries by connecting these groups. Media markets, like newspaper markets, are often two-sided: 

media “sells” content to its audiences and then “sells” its audiences to the advertisers. 
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are for example freemium models, which provide some content free but collect fee 

from some premium users. Another example is micropayment model that do not 

tie users into subscription but enables them to pay smaller amounts at a time and 

when needed. These models are anticipated to become more popular in the future 

by many authors (e.g. Hayes & Graybeal 2011, Macnamara 2010). 

The full reliance to advertising has been equally challenged in online environment 

(Clemons 2009). In order to be part of the earnings logic in online environment, 

there must at least be some new forms of advertising like more targeted, 

contextual, social, or entertaining forms of marketing communications in the 

future (Clemons 2009, Macnamara 2010). For example Aitamurto (2010) 

describes some examples of concepts, which integrate advertising in the user-

generated content. 

Some of the more recent media earnings logics borrow from other businesses: e-

commerce (Clemons 2009, Enders et al. 2008), event organizing (Macnamara 

2010, Aitamurto 2011) and sponsoring/charity. These revenue sources are in line 

with the business models presented in the literature for internet applications and 

sites in general (see for example Zott et al. 2010, Clemons 2009, Kangas et al. 

2007, Enders et al. 2008, Lyons et al. 2009, Laudon & Traver 2007). For example 

e-paper business scenarios have been illustrated by descriptions comparing them 

to existing services like iTunes, kiosk or web as a whole (Van Audenhove et al. 

2008). 

Revenue models borrowing from e-commerce are often called transaction models 

in media context (Enders et al. 2008, Hayes & Graybeal 2011). In these models, 

media company receives a fee for enabling or executing a transaction (Laudon & 

Traver 2007). This model covers a wide array of possibilities that are presented as 

separate revenue models by some authors. Media company can for example sell 

physical or digital goods and services like virtual items for users, online events for 

citizens, content or consulting services for other media companies or user data and 

research to advertisers. Media company can also enable transactions by 

disseminating content produced by others (like user-generated content or 

advertisements) or transactions between users. 

Borrowing from the logics of sponsoring and charity, different kinds of 

endowments and foundation initiatives have been suggested to play a bigger role 

in media revenue models in the future (e.g. WAN-IFRA 2010). Additionally, 

voluntary micropayments have been under discussion lately both in journalism 

and in new online services related to culture in general.  

There are two things that many authors agree on: firstly, media companies have 

been slow to response to the growing needs for new business models (e.g. 

Macnamara 2010, Collins 2011, Berman et al. 2011) and secondly, there will be 

multiple revenue streams applied at the same time in the future (e.g. WAN-IFRA 

2010, Macnamara 2010, Enders et al. 2008, Hayes & Graybeal 2011, Aitamurto 

2011). For finding these right combinations of revenue streams, the consideration 

of other business model elements alongside with earnings logic is useful. 
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5 Business Model Canvas and the Company Cases 

5.1 User in Online Communities 

Otavamedia’s online communities are organized around different interest areas. 

The key content is discussion forums that are energized by active user members 

that provide answers to everyday questions of other users. Currently, the revenue 

model relies on advertising. 

The two cases presented in this report, and similar media business models alike, 

could learn something from each other. Communities, which are looked into in 

this chapter, could benchmark more commercially oriented platforms about 

facilitating interaction between users and businesses, and about creating 

transaction-based revenue models. These platforms could on the other hand learn 

something about nurturing social interaction and answering to everyday problems 

from user communities. 

Customer segments 

The power of user-generated content in serving niche segments can be seen in 

Otavamedia’s communities that are clearly organized around different interest 

areas. For example, the customer segment for Kaksplus is clearly defined and 

connected to special and fairly short phase of life. Yet, this phase and experiences 

in it are something that connect many people. Participating users bring also a new 

twist to segmenting: the most important contributors and their motivations have to 

be identified and rewarded with diverse ways, maybe even with revenue share 

models. Case from Otavamedia illustrates that communities create opportunities 

for segmentation, for example based on the user role (active member, follower), 

some phase or project in life (e.g. getting married, renovating a house, having a 

baby) or goals with the media (advice, contacts, inspiration, social interaction). 

Addition to users, advertisers seem to continue to be as important customer 

segment in online as in print, because advertising is currently the main revenue 

model also in the case of Otavamedia.  

Value proposition 

This building block can not be fully planned and controlled by company in 

business models that are based on user participation. Other users and their actions 

affect user perceived value. Additionally, the online community and active users 

in it make Otavamedia’s value proposition more versatile than with traditional 

print product. Naturally, the social benefits become more important with 

community discussions. The possibility to influence the magazine and feeling of 

being an insider are emphasized as was exemplified by case description. But 

utilitarian needs, illustrated by the high share of discussion for finding the 

solutions to everyday problems, are also better met than with the print media only, 

because the answers can be found immediately when they are needed. Still, the 

hedonic benefits of inspiration and spending time are as important as with 

traditional (print) business models. 

But user participation can affect the sacrifice-element of value proposition too. 

Participation requires more time, energy and effort from users than passive 
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reading of content. Social element can also bring new sacrifices to the experience, 

disagreements and sometimes even insults are one part of community discussions. 

Users can also be buzzled by new questions of for example quality, trust and 

authenticity. The context of community discussions can demand courage from 

advertisers too, because the effects of advertisements in the context of user-

generated content are still unclear. 

Customer relationships and channels 

As a consequence of user participation and the need to segment users by their role 

and importance to community, the customer relationships and channels could be 

personalized for different groups more than in current business models. Key 

members can get really personal service helping them in content creation while 

the traditional ways can be enough for most users. A major part of handling 

customer relationships is actually helping users to handle marketing and customer 

service by themselves – like in viral marketing or in help forums. For 

relationships with advertisers, user participation can call for more proactive and 

solutions generating customer relationships. New forms of connecting advertisers 

and users have to be innovated and suggested to advertisers in order to utilize the 

participating user. 

Revenue streams 

Currently, the most important revenue streams for Otavamedia’s communities 

come from advertising and the print subscriptions supporting the community 

element. In some community cases, it can be challenging to fit commercialism 

and advertising to a community. Sceptical attitude can stem from both users and 

advertisers: users want to maintain the proprietary voice over their community 

and advertisers can be afraid of this new kind of interaction and the context of 

user-generated content. That is not surprising because even research results about 

user co-created content as a context for marketing messages are mixed. There 

have been challenges in effectiveness and consumer acceptance of traditional 

banner advertisements in these contexts (Taylor et al. 2011; Burns & Lutz 2006). 

However, Calder et al. (2009) conclude that when consumers are highly engaged 

with a media, they are more responsive to advertising. They even found that 

social-interactive engagement with the website (e.g. participation, discussions, 

community and user-generated content) increases advertising effectiveness. 

Like many social media services demonstrate, it can also be challenging to get 

users to pay from user generated content. On the other hand, business models 

including user participation can create opportunities for new transaction based 

revenue models like the other case example in this report demonstrates. 

Key activities, resources and partners 

Participating user brings new activities to journalistic process; community can be 

used for example as a source for print, like illustrated in Otavamedia case. 

Additionally, handling the platform and relationships with users becomes central. 

Identifying key users, training and supporting users, creating tools for users, 

privacy and law-related issues, quality control and user rewarding are just some 
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examples of new key activities. These new activities can call for new competences 

and this could be a challenge for established media companies. 

User itself becomes the important resource and partner for implementing the 

business model. This resource and partner is more dynamic than before, 

participating users, their activity level and their ways of contributing are changing 

constantly. This element of business model cannot be fully designed beforehand. 

Cost structure 

Like Petteri Numminen already anticipated in his case description, the need to 

invest in communities will probably increase with growing competition. This can 

mean growing importance of costs for example from user support and rewarding, 

from platform development and moderation, and from handling advertiser 

contacts. On the other hand, users can help in reducing costs if they do some of 

the work cost-effectively. 

5.2 User in Creative Online Services 

Alma Mediapartner’s Virtual Housing Service (VHS) is a platform for combining 

businesses that operate in the field of home design and consumers. It is aiming to 

be a unique combination of a design tool, social media service and an e-commerce 

site. It promises to satisfy both the individual (easiness and innovativeness, time-

saving) and the social (communication, sharing, learning) needs of the user. The 

service is clearly focused and although free to use, openly commercially oriented. 

Customer segments 

A service like the VHS is a multi-sided platform: It needs to serve both the users 

who wish to create the virtual designs and the businesses which are offering the 

building blocks for them. The participating user is obviously interested in housing 

and decor at least at some level: However further segmentation is needed in order 

to ensure the adequate development of the service. While the most important 

segments are among those users that are willing and capable of purchasing 

artefacts or services, almost equally important customer segments are those who 

create and nurture the communal values of the service by giving inspiration, 

feedback and support to other users. This links closely to the value proposition of 

the service: While subjective activities like self-expression and aesthetic 

production are often primary goals in creative user-generated sites, a meaningful 

social interaction is found to be improving the quality of the content and the 

overall use-experience of the service. 

Value proposition 

The VHS aims to bring together a design tool, an e-commerce site and an online 

community in an inspiring and easy to use way. From this combination it is easy 

to derive several value propositions that are not so easy to implement. The 

participative users ensure that false or unworkable value propositions are quickly 

and often publicly denounced. In open service it is crucial that the value 

propositions are fair and cherished, and that the activity is lucid and leaves little 

room for misinterpretations. This can be challenging to a service that serves as 
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branded intermediary between consumers and several different businesses: While 

users do not generally hold the service provider responsible for the activity of 

other users, quarrels with businesses operating in the service are likely to hinder 

the attractiveness of it as a whole and may even lead to active resistance against it. 

In creative communities, it is rather common that the problems of the users are 

solved by other, more experienced users; sharing the expertise is one of the key 

incentives behind participation in creative communities (Cook et al. 2009). 

Participative users are not under control of the service owner, and it would 

therefore be quite bold to make value propositions on their behalf. However, the 

weight of the user participation in the value creation should be considered when 

designing the business model.  

Customer relationships and channels 

In the Business Model Canvas, user communities and co-creation are categories in 

customer relationships. The co-creation of value is central in the VHS, and the 

activity and interaction that take place in the design environment and in the 

communication forums are important and valuable sources of information to both 

the service provider and the businesses that operate in the service. With free 

services like VHS there is no possibility to paid personal assistance. 

In fully digital services, the physical channel becomes less important part of the 

business model. With user participation, the channel concept encompasses also 

users’ interaction network – they are the deliverers of the value proposition. In 

many online services this is handled just by giving the users an extensive selection 

of social media plugins, but more throughout approach is needed. 

Revenue streams 

In the VHS, the revenue streams come from businesses who pay from leads and 

received traffic and users who purchase professional interior designs through the 

service. The sales articles are the basis of user creativity, and this opens up a 

possibility for a variety of revenue streams. Besides transactional models that rest 

on the number or size of transactions the companies process, the revenue streams 

can be based on the sales of consumer information (like behavioural data from 

different segments) or additional services (like increased visibility in the service 

or product modelling services. See Linna et al. 2011). Because the service is 

commercially oriented to begin with, it is more likely that users will accept 

commercial activity and are more favourable to relevant advertising than the 

online communities in Otavamedia’s case. 

Sharing and prosocial behaviour are important behavioural characteristics of 

creative communities. This can have a negative impact on some revenue models: 

It is likely that in VHS, some advanced users start doing designs for other users 

for free or at bargain prices, which will make it difficult for commercial designers 

to operate profitably. 
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Key activities, resources and partners 

In creative communities and services like VHS, enabling and encouraging user 

participation and the socio-cultural aspect of creativity is a key activity. Users are 

also a key resource in the business model – without the content they create the 

service is unviable – and they can be also key partners. The challenge in is the 

difficulty of measuring, assessing and controlling the influence and the outcomes 

of user participation. 

Cost structure 

In a completely digital service like VHS the most important inherent costs come 

from the implementation, maintenance and development of the service itself. In 

commercial services that rely on creative user participation, managing and mining 

information and developing the platform iteratively throughout its life-span are 

causing the essential items of expenditure. Helberger et al. (2010) claim that the 

success of the user generated content (UGC) platforms depends on their ability to 

master large amounts of UGC and provide tools for finding it and assessing its 

value and relevance. 

Enabling and encouraging users to participate in the maintenance, content 

moderation and development of the service are common practices in even 

commercially motivated services. However, credible budgeting of them in the 

business plan is another issue, and perhaps because of this user contributions are 

not taken in to consideration in the cost structure as a positive factor.  

6 Discussion and Conclusions 

Typically, a media company has several brands and sub-organizations; local 

papers, magazines, programme teams and so on: They have many businesses and 

business models in one. The company cases presented in this paper include 

illustrative examples of this. The online user activity around these sub-

organizations varies in many ways for example in communal compactness, 

participation incentives and attitudes towards commercialization. At the same 

time, these users have become an increasingly important and wide-ranging factor 

in the business itself, and need to be considered in almost all sectors of the 

business models. The ambiguity of the user behavior makes this a challenging 

task. Based on our research, we present some concluding implications and 

suggestions in the following.  

There are two striking features in the earlier business model research in the media 

field. Firstly, most of the studies concentrate only on revenue models and often 

ignore other business model elements. Secondly, although user participation is 

widely hyped, its impact is often interpreted for example from the perspective of 

journalistic processes and not from the business model perspective. However, 

business model perspective draws attention to many useful aspects, for example to 

the cost effects and the possible need for new kinds of partners or activities 

outside traditional journalistic processes and audience interactions. 

Osterwalder (2004) actually justified the need for business model design tools in 

his thesis by growing complexity and choice for managers. User participation and 
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multiple revenue streams further strengthen that need to illustrate the complex 

roles of different actors. Our case studies indicated that business model canvas 

can be useful tool also with business models including user participation, but the 

role of the user needs to be considered in much broader perspective – not just in 

customer relationships. 

Innovating media business models can become closer to the partnership thinking 

that is familiar from business-to-business markets: The media company has to 

actually sketch the business model canvas for their users at the same time they 

build their own. They have to figure out who the user wants to reach or interact 

with, what are the alternative channels for that, what kind of resources or tools 

could be provided to help with this and would all this require some kind of 

revenue sharing for user too. As practical implications, we have comprised a list 

of additional questions considering the participative user to be used as managerial 

instruments in business model creation and suggestions for further research (see 

Table 1). It should be emphasized that due to its fairly simple nature, the business 

model canvas is not suitable for analyzing all complex user and audience 

interaction patterns for entire media company. Instead, it describes better the user 

roles in one media service or community. Business model canvas is not able as 

such to anticipate the future success of concept, because that depends at least as 

much on the successful and effective implementation of user participation than on 

the design of it as a part of business model. 

Table 1: Business model building blocks with suggested additional questions 
considering user participation (adapted from Osterwalder and Pigneaur 2010) 

Building 

Block 

Key Questions Additional questions with user 

participation 

Customer 

Segments 

For whom is the value created? 

Who are the most important customers? 

How and by what means are the 

users segmented?/What kind of 

segmenting best supports user 

activity and interaction between 

users?  

Who are the most active and most 

influential users? 

Is there someuser group with 

everyday questions which could be 

best answered by user-generated 

content? 

Value 

Propositions 

What value is being delivered to the 

customer? 

Which customer needs are being 

satisfied? 

What bundles of products and services 

are offered to each customer segment? 

What value derives from user 

participation? 

What motivates user participation? 

What are the biggest risks for the 

implementation of value proposition 

caused by user participation? How 

could these risks be managed? 
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Channels Through which channels customer 

segments want to be reached? 

How are they reached now? 

How are channels integrated? 

Does the channel enable enough 

two-way interaction expected by 

active users? 

How user-generated content could 

be utilized in other channels and vice 

versa? 

Customer 

Relationships 

What type of relationship each customer 

segment is expecting? 

Which ones have been established? 

How are they integrated with rest of the 

business model? 

How relationships handling could be 

personalized (for example for the 

most active users)? 

How is supportive user to user 

interaction facilitated? 

Does user participation cause extra 

needs for customer relationships 

with advertisers? 

Revenue 

Streams 

For what value are the customers really 

willing to pay? 

For what and how are they currently 

paying? 

How would they prefer to pay? 

Are revenue streams in contradiction 

with voluntary user participation? 

How will user-generated content 

affect advertiser perceived value and 

thus advertising revenues? 

What kind of transaction-based 

revenue models can be built by 

utilizing active user?   

Key 

Resources 

What key resources do the value 

propositions require? 

How is the user community tended? 

What kinds of competences or 

attitudes are needed for successful 

implementation of user 

participation?  

Key Activities What key activities do the value 

propositions require? 

How are users encouraged to 

produce quality content? 

Which key activities related to users  

could be automated? 

Key 

Partnerships 

Who are the key partners? 

Who are the key suppliers? 

How do key resources and key activities 

relate to them? 

How are the most important users 

rewarded? 

Cost Structure What are the most important costs 

inherent in the business model? 

What are the most important costs 

that derive from enabling and 

cherishing the user participation? 

How is user participation utilized in 

order to optimize costs? 

Should the revenue be shared with 

the users? 
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The participative user can have an effect on every building block of the business 

model. In Customer Segments, the main question is how to segment users based 

on their behavior, motives of participation and value to the service. The Value 

Proposition is largely created by user activity in many online communities.  

Mixing commercialism with user activity is a sensitive issue especially in 

communities that are not inherently commercially motivated, so sensitive and 

iterative approach is needed. With Channels the issue of empowering also users’ 

networks becomes central. 

Customer Relationships is another building block where peer interaction can play 

a significant part. In Revenue Streams, it is important to align the revenue logic 

with the nature of the user participation. The participative user can be both the 

Key Resource and the Key Partner of the business model, and they can perform 

Key Activities. It is therefore important how the participating users are tended and 

rewarded (monetarily or in other ways), and how are they encouraged to produce 

quality content and participate in the way that is beneficial for the service and the 

community. Naturally, this all affects the Cost Structure. 

Along with strategic agility, the requirement for change, renewal and 

experimentation of business models is constant (Teece 2010, Gunther McGrath 

2010, Doz & Kosonen 2010). This claim is especially valid with business models 

that are engaged in user participation. So far the business models that include 

participative users seem to be developed more or less with a trial and error –

method. In order to move to more consistent and systematic development, we 

need to at least consider why some business propositions worked and some did not 

in certain circumstances. In order to construct truly developable business models 

and find new revenue sources from the digital ecosystem, we need to understand 

user participation and its effect in every building block of the business model. 
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