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1.

Moving towards Collaborative Customization

The use of electronic media for economic transactions adds a new potential to the vendorbuyer relationship. It gives the customer a voice, an input channel from which he or she can
participate in a number of activities such as product development, feedback, support for other
customers, recommendations etc. This can be in the form of active participation or simply a
sharing of preferences. The structuring and organization of this participation may empower
the customer and may result in new kinds of dynamics in customer collaboration.
Personalization is increasingly considered to be an important ingredient of Web applications.
In most cases personalization techniques are used for tailoring information services to
personal user needs. In marketing, personalization supports one-to-one marketing (Peppers &
Rogers 1997) which should increase the customer share over a lifetime. Platforms for
communities of transaction can result in an enriched product catalog, which Schubert (2000)
termed “Participatory Product Catalog”. What used to be possible in the corner shop, since
the shopkeeper knew her customers personally, will be extensively possible in the electronic
medium by the storage of profiles and the automatic evaluation on the basis of predefined
rules. With the use of electronic media, the advantages of mass marketing (the same onlineshop and standardized customer communication) are harnessed to the strengths of
personalized customer communication and may lead to collaborative customization as a
powerful support mechanism in customer relationship management (Schubert & Koch 2002).
In this short paper we will briefly sketch some initial ideas from a research project that aims
at enabling the collaborative customization of individual products based on personalization
and community communication.

2.

Communities and Personalization as Building Blocks of Collaborative
Customization Platforms

Personalization is about selecting or filtering information objects or products for an individual
by using information about the individual. There is already a broad range of methods and
tools for filtering information mainly presented under the labels “information retrieval”,
“knowledge management” or “customer relationship management”.
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We are currently working on a project where we are trying to bring together the two “worlds”
of communities and personalization in order to enable new forms of collaborative
customization of individual products. The project aims at using information about specific
customers to help them design or select personalized physical products.1 The motivation for
the effort is rooted in the fact that the emerging individualization of products and services (or
‘mass customization’; see Pine 1993, Piller 2001) in addition to the problems in
manufacturing and logistics also generates a huge information problem (Reichwald et al.
2000). It becomes increasingly difficult for customers and sales staff alike to select from the
large set of product variants. And even if the customer would like to have products tailored to
her needs, she usually does not want to spend a lot of extra effort in making the selection and
participating in the design.
Providing automatically generated recommendations could help in this process. In the project
we are therefore aiming at providing customers and sales staff with filtered, context sensitive
(personalized) access to information about possible design scopes. The ability to deliver
personalization rests on the acquisition of adequate user information. Depending on the
personalization methods used, there are different requirements for the representation of this
information space:
•

For content based filtering information about preferred content and relationships to
content objects has to be stored.

•

For collaborative filtering relationships to other users and ratings have to be
managed.

While current work on personalization usually focuses on automatic filtering processes,
where the customer does not get in contact with other customers, we are also looking into
providing support for interactive collaborative filtering where users directly interact through
the support platform.
In the project we will support users in talking about designs and recommending designs or
design changes to each other directly. Similar features can already be seen on major web sites
like amazon.com but have never been used together with a collaborative design environment
as we foresee it for the user interface of our project.2
This is where personalization meets communities. Community platforms that support the
communication among people can be used for collecting information about people (to be used
in personalization), for collecting (trusted) comments from users, and for establishing direct
relationships and communication among customers.
The main points we want to stress are the following:
•

In transaction systems people like to have direct recommendations.
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The project “P3: Generation and Interactive Customization of Individualized Product Information” is part of a
larger research effort towards local production of individualized products funded by the German Research
Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, DFG) in the Sonderforschungsbereich SFB582 – “Marktnahe
Produktion individualisierter Güter (Production of Individualized Products Close to the Market)”. See
http://www.sfb582.de/ for more information about the whole research effort.
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One example where we found collaborative design features is the non-commercial LEGO User Group Network
(LUGNETTM, www.lugnet.com) – The LEGO Company is currently investigating possibilities to use the
potential of this community and the community processes in general to support their product marketing and
sales.
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•

For recommendations people like to have confirmation by people they trust (these
may be strangers that are backed by an anonymous crowd – see reputation indicators
(Eisentraut et al. 2001))

•

Community platforms can be used to gather information about the people that can be
used in personalization (creation of recommendations).

•

Community platforms can also be used for collecting trusted comments (indirect
exchange among customers) or for getting in direct contact with other customers.

It is important to note that when buyers and sellers are brought together there may be very
little value-sharing between these two communities as in the classic communities discussed
by authors like Rheingold (1993). We have seen that the hype around communities as
“Virtual Enterprises” glorified by Hagel and Armstrong (1997) has recently faded. However,
the knowledge-oriented view of buyer communities taken by Hagel and Armstrong still seems
very promising and its full potential for personalization is only beginning.
There are two important lessons to be learned which have not been stressed appropriately in
technology and marketing literature yet: (1) Personalization and communities are closely
related. (2) Personalization is not (only) about grabbing information from the customer, and
using it to provide a personalized offer. Its broader value proposition lies in supporting longterm relationships between customer and online merchant where the electronic platform (Web
site) learns about the customer, thus establishing trust and better catering to the customer’s
individual needs.

3.

Summary

Many consumers already take it for granted that they will be addressed personally when reentering major online-shops such as amazon.com, buch.ch or ebay.com, and will not have to
give their address and banking details with every new purchase. Apart from this very easy
aspect of personalization, this concept hides a wealth of possibilities. Personalization allows
the shop operators to offer their customers additional tailor-made benefits and individualized
products (Schubert & Ginsburg 2000, Piller 2001).
In this short paper we have presented first ideas from a research project where personalization
and community communication techniques will be used to support the collaborative
customization of individual products. In this project classic information individualization and
product customization meets a new generation of personalization, in which aspects of the
physical world can be collaboratively customized. The main idea stressed in this paper is, that
customer relationship management and personalization cannot be provided properly when
keeping customers separate. In order to realize collaborative forms of customer relationship
management, however, interactive collaborative filtering has to be provided in addition to
automatic collaborative filtering. Customers have to be supported in talking to each other and
in collaborating with each other – since mutual collaboration is one of the (often forgotten)
core features of communities and customer behaviour in the real world.
The research project is still in its early stage. In the coming work packages we will continue
the modelling of customer profiles and product (feature) descriptions and will apply concrete
filtering algorithms to them. The proposed solution will focus on generic customer and
product models with a variety of algorithms working on them and with tight integration into
operating customer platforms.
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