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Why Online Communities Matter

Summary: Social media is experiencing explosive growth. Many ask why, 
where is it headed, and what are the potential impacts on society and the 
economy? Psychologist and business strategist, John I. Todor, Ph.D., pro-
vides a psycho-social view of the reasons for the growth, as well as insights 
on how it can lead to win-win outcomes for customers and companies.

One hundred and seven million people were drawn to Facebook in a few 
short years. Busy professionals are fueling the growth of Linkedin to the 
tune of over 300% per year. Are people simply acting like lemmings? Are 
they like the drones in the 1985 Apple commercial unwittingly following 
the crowd? Or, are there deeper human drives at work? Are there psycho-
logical and sociological reasons behind people’s eagerness to connect?

Social media is experiencing explosive growth. Many ask why, where is it 
headed, and what are the potential impacts on society and the economy?

Pushed Out of Our Psychological Comfort Zones 

Long before social media arrived on the scene, people were affected by 
rapid innovation in technology and constant change. It is difficult to keep 
up with what’s happening in one’s own field or area of special interest. But 
it is nearly impossible to avoid anxiety, frustration, and confusion when 
the world around you changes in unpredictable ways.

Certainly we all feel frustration when confronted with new technology. 
Most often we figure it out and eliminate the confusion. Or do we? Every-
one knows how to use Microsoft Word. However, most people use a very 
limited set of capabilities. They get by until they have a need to do some-
thing new, like place a photo in a block of text. Figuring out how can be a 
lesson in frustration.

Our reality is that we live in a world of abundance and overwhelming 
choice and, while it may seem paradoxical, these conditions push us out 
of our psychological comfort zones1. We also must contend with infor-
mation overload, the stress of dealing with the uncertainty and complex-
ity brought on by change, and the time pressures associated with living 
in a 24/7, always on world. All of these factors erode our sense of orderli-
ness and safety. They reduce our sense of control, our ability to predict 
events in the external world. Often we cope by finding a temporary fix or 
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we find ways to avoid these situations. It is easy to assume that each epi-
sode has only a temporary negative effect. The evidence, however, reveals 
a much more pervasive and enduring societal impact.

Recent research presents compelling evidence that anxiety, stress, depres-
sion2, aggravation3, distrust4 and procrastination5 have all increased at a 
societal level. So have alienation, loneliness6 and our social connected-
ness7. At a personal level we are disengaged8,9 or indifferent in more and 
more situations. This impacts self-esteem and our psychological system’s 
ability to adapt. At an interpersonal level, we are less connected, espe-
cially in trusting relationships that we can count on when the chips are 
down.

The Need for Sense Making  

The human psychological system is remarkable in its ability to make 
sense out of uncertainties, face what was once complex, and make it 
understandable and predictable. It enables us to regain a sense of predict-
ability and control. What once created anxiety or frustration is replaced 
by a new sense of order. This is fundamental to one’s self-esteem which 
reflects an inward knowledge of being able to adjust to change, to thrive, 
and even desire the new and novel. It is a critical aspect of mental well 
being and the foundation of happiness. 

In his book, A Whole New Mind: Moving from the Information Age to the 
Conceptual Age10, Dan Pink argues that we have plenty of information; 
in fact, we face too much information and too much uncertainty coming 
at us too fast. As a consequence we struggle with finding understanding 
and value in change. When we do, it is psychologically rewarding and it 
enables us to derive experiential value from our new insights. 

Relationships and Communities

How does this need for sense making relate to our need for social con-
nectedness?  Research by Robert Kelly of Carnegie Mellon University 
brings it clearly into focus. In 1986 when he asked people what percent-
age of the knowledge they needed to do their job was inside their own 
head, the average estimate was 75%. By 1997 the average estimate was 
below 20%. You can imagine what it is today! We are dependent on 
relationships with others to deal with knowledge explosion and increas-
ing complexity. Kelly was asking people about their job where they were 
paid to be competent11. What about the average citizens trying to adapt to 
waves of change in virtually all aspects of their lives?
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Relationships are the essential medium. However, for relationships to 
work there must be mutual trust. Without trust there is lack of the open-
ness or intimacy required to allow the relationship to focus on issues. 
These days, trust in companies, their marketing and employees ranks in 
the bottom third of trust scales. As a result, interactions between custom-
ers and companies tend to focus on the economic transaction. Lacking 
trusted relationships, customers focus on the best trade-off between price 
and convenience and companies find they must repeatedly compete with 
each other to win each sale.

In contrast, peers rank at the top of trust scales. Why? Because there is a 
shared perspective. Recommendations of friends or associates are con-
textually relevant. If it is meaningful to them, it is likely to be meaningful 
to us. The stronger the trust in the relationship, the more credibility we 
put in the recommendation. 

Peer review and consumer generated content are highly trusted, even 
though they may be posted by someone we don’t personally know. Why 
is this? Other consumers tend to describe the experiential aspects of 
purchasing a product and, importantly, focus on the experiential value 
derived from using the product. 

Social theorists make a distinction between weak tie relationships and 
strong tie relationships. In the social networking world, most ties or con-
nections are relatively weak. People with over 500 connections in Linke-
din.com have mostly weak ties to acquaintances rather than relationships 
that come from close interaction.

Both weak and strong ties are valuable online. The weak tie connection 
in a peer review facilitates an immediate decision. As the level of partici-
pation and contribution increases by all parties, the strength of the ties 
increases. Some travel sites start with recommendations but facilitate col-
laborations that result in strangers co-operatively planning vacation to-
gether and sharing real-world experiences. Similarly, online discussions 
among individual stock traders can evolve into collaborative subgroups 
that function as a shared brain trust.

Are companies left out? They are if they do not become part of the 
conversations and an authentic part of the communities. When Fiat was 
planning the re-release of the Fiat 500 car, they started by building a 
community of interest. Five hundred days before the release, they enticed 
over 8000 people to help them design the accessories for the car. These 
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accessories are highly popular, as is the car itself. Today there is a highly 
interactive community sharing a passion and commitment to all things 
Fiat 500. They advise each other on how to “experience” the car. They 
evangelize their experiences with the car to prospective buyers. They 
provide Fiat with the insights to keep this community happy and loyal. 
And they do so for free.

John I. Todor, Ph.D. is the managing partner of The Whetstone Edge,LLC, (www.
TheWhetstoneEdge.com) a firm that advises companies on how to use social me-
dia to foster relationships with customers that have a real world benefit to both 
parties. His most recent book is Addicted Customers: How to Get Them Hooked 
on Your Company. (www.AddictedCustomers.com)
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