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ABSTRACT

The rise of ever-digital spaces has resulted in vibrant online communities, which business
organisations utilise for different reasons. However, management of online communities
by business organisations has remained a grey area for some time. This study
investigated the management of online communities among three retail businesses in
South Africa. The study adopted the qualitative approach guided by interpretivism. Data
was collected from a purposive sample of nine participants from three retail businesses,
also purposively selected. Semi-structured interviews were used solicit data from the
participants. The data was analysed using a thematic data analysis method, resulting in
recognisable themes that were coded from interviews. Data was generated using semi-
structured interviews with the online tool Google Meet and analysed using Nvivo. The
study found that online communities play a critical role in shaping purchasing behaviour,
fostering brand loyalty, and encouraging peer-to-peer product recommendations. The
study also highlights that when businesses actively engage in discussions and value-
added content sparks sustainability in vibrant online communities. The management of
online communities remains a complex process; retail businesses are increasingly
identifying effective ways to leverage these platforms to strengthen customer
relationships and support business growth. The strategies that emerged from this study
included the use of implementing and enforcing clear community guidelines, as well as
the use of Al-driven moderation tools for online engagement. These strategies form part
of an envisaged norm for all businesses that use online communities. The study
concluded that retail businesses should gamify the content to improve user interactions,
and the use of competitions adds value to user retention. The study's limitations included
the scarcity of existing literature on online community management within the South
African retail sector. Most prior studies have been conducted in developed countries,
which limits the availability of contextualised theoretical and empirical evidence to support
local analysis. It was recommended that the extended research should be applied across
industry contexts, such as hardware retail in South Africa, and examine the implications

of emerging Al-driven tools for online community management.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND PROJECT OVERVIEW

1.1 Background of the study

Digital spaces have been evolving from simple to complex interactive ones where
business organisations now use to do business with their customers. Online
communities, on social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and X
(formerly Twitter),, are among these digital spaces organisations use to enhance
customer interaction and engagement (Szewczykowska & Layche, 2021). According
to Li (2021), an online community is a digital environment on the Internet where people
can connect, communicate, and work together based on common interests, objectives,
or ideals. These communities can offer digital spaces for clients to exchange
information, share advice, discuss the latest trends, review products, and provide

direct feedback to the company.

Vibrant online communities have been found to have high potential to foster a sense
of belonging around certain brands, promote customer loyalty, and support
meaningful, two-way communication between the company and its customers (Jones,
2023; Wong & Chung, 2023). This development of online communities has resulted in
an increase in business organisations migrating their businesses to the cloud, resulting
in transactions being conducted online (Huang et al., 2020). This phenomenon was
accelerated during the COVID-19 pandemic when business operations across
sectors, including travel and tourism, retail businesses, events, and restaurants, were
severely disrupted by lockdowns and social distancing measures, forcing people to

stay indoors to curb the spread of the virus (Kuckertz et al., 2020).

The growth of online communities accelerated as business organisations expanded
their digital reach, allowing them to engage directly with people at home (Dover &
Kelman, 2018). Increased internet accessibility further supported this expansion,
enabling organisations to reach broader audiences, especially during the COVID-19
era, when in-person interactions were limited (Nausheen, Rehman & Murtaza, 2023).
Businesses leveraged social media and other online platforms to foster community,
strengthen consumer engagement, and build customer loyalty (Smith, 2023a).
According to Lockett (2018), some organisations use online communities to increase

their revenues by obtaining important insights into the needs and preferences of their
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customers by monitoring the conversations and allowing feedback within the

community.

The role played by online communities in fostering connections and facilitating
knowledge sharing among members is crucial, underscoring the necessity for their
effective management to ensure their success. Effective online community
management involves balancing short-term operational tasks with long-term
sustainability strategies to promote ongoing engagement and value for members.
Managing an online community focuses on immediate tasks and daily operations
necessary for smooth functioning, while sustaining the community emphasizes
ensuring its long-term survival, fostering resilience, and encouraging continuous
engagement (Ripamonti, Cindio & Benassi, 2005; Homburg, Ehm & Artz, 2015).

1.2 The problem statement

Globally, retail organisations are increasingly using online communities to increase
their business operations, such as marketing of products or services resulting in
successful sales by engaging with customers in diverse demographics. While the
utilisation of inline communities seems to be a novel strategy that offers a significant
competitive advantage, it also introduces complicated and undesirable challenges in
the management of these communities. The ineffective management of conflicts
among online community members can present a huge risk to brand reputation and

customer loyalty in the retail sector.

(Markey, Josang & Pham, 2019; Smith & Johnson, 2022). Literature suggests that
retail organisations in developed countries have formally integrated online
communities into their organisational marketing strategies, using more sophisticated
management tools combined with proactive governance models to manage digital
spaces effectively (Barsha & Munshi, 2024). In contrast, in South Africa, a developing
country where digital adoption is on the rise, there is a lack of understanding
concerning how major retailer organisations manage their communities, particularly in
dealing with internal conflicts. This explores the strategies used to manage online

communities by retail businesses.
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1.3 Rationale of the study

The digital era has pushed retail businesses to be reliant on social media platforms to
boost marketing, branding, and customer engagement strategies. Retail businesses
incorporate online communities to remain competitive and engaged with their potential
customers and followers because neglected online presence results in missed
opportunities and reduced market reach (Thani, 2024). Online communities are not
only used to promote retail businesses but are also used to maintain the spirit of
Ubuntu — a South African philosophy centred on community, shared humanity, and
mutual support (Thani, 2024). The Covid-19 pandemic ushered in the need for digital
spaces to be more interactive, and this encouraged online communities, as an
essential part of small businesses, local entrepreneurs, and struggling households, to
connect, share resources, and sustain livelihoods (Shawky et al., 2020). However,
managing and sustaining these online communities effectively remains a challenge for
many retail businesses, as they must navigate issues such as customer retention,
content relevance, and engagement consistency (Shawky et al., 2020). Therefore, this
study is necessary to explore the strategies that retail businesses employ to maintain
vibrant and long-lasting online communities. By identifying best practices for
challenges, the research aimed to provide insights that would assist retail businesses
in optimising their social media engagement and sustaining customer interest in an

ever-evolving digital marketplace.

1.4 Research aim and objectives
This study aimed to explore the strategies utilised in managing and sustaining online

communities in a retail business context.

1.4.1 Research objectives

The objectives of this study are stated as follows:

a. To identify the current benefits of online communities to the retail businesses in
South Africa.

b. To determine the emerging challenges faced by retail businesses in managing
online communities.

c. To analyse the underlying causes of the challenges being faced by retail

businesses in managing online communities.
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d. To critically examine the strategies used by retail businesses to manage
challenges arising from online communities.
e. To suggest improvements to existing strategies to enhance the management of

online communities by retail businesses.

1.5 Research questions
The research questions of this study were designed to explore strategies utilised for

managing and sustaining online communities in a retail business environment.

a. What are the benefits of utilising online communities for retail businesses in South
Africa?

b. What emerging challenges have retail businesses faced when managing online
communities?

c. What are the underlying causes of the challenges faced by retail businesses in
managing online communities?

d. What strategies do retail businesses use to address challenges associated with
online communities?

e. How can existing strategies be improved to enhance the management of online

communities in retail businesses?

1.6 Significance of the study

This study will contribute to the existing body of knowledge by providing a critical
overview of the current strategies used and creating a comprehensive exploration
manual of the strategies businesses can use to manage and sustain online
communities in a retail business environment (Bowden & Mirzaei, 2021). Most
research studies have focused on social media marketing and customer engagement;
limited studies have explored the long-term sustainability of online communities in
retail (Liu, Shin & Burns, 2021). By exploring effective management strategies,
engagement techniques, and the challenges retail businesses face, this study offers
valuable insights into how retail businesses can foster thriving online communities and
offer a know-how manual of online communities. These findings enhance digital
marketing strategies, helping businesses build stronger customer relationships,
improve brand loyalty, and increase sales through sustained online engagement.
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Readers, including business owners, marketers, and researchers, can benefit from
this study by gaining practical strategies for managing online communities and how to
sustain them. Retail businesses can learn how to implement engagement techniques
that keep their online communities active, while marketing professionals can use the
findings to refine their social media strategies. Additionally, researchers studying
digital marketing and e-commerce can gain new perspectives on the role of online
community management in retail success. By offering a structured approach to
sustaining online communities, this study provides actionable recommendations that
retail businesses can utilize to strengthen their online presence and enhance customer

interactions in the digital age (Ao et al., 2023).

Another significant gap in the literature is the lack of research on localised content and
the accessibility of online community resources for members from rural areas. Most
studies on online community engagement assume consistent digital infrastructure and
internet access, overlooking the challenges faced by individuals in underdeveloped
regions with limited connectivity and digital literacy. There is minimal research on how
businesses can create inclusive online communities that accommodate diverse
linguistic, cultural, and technological contexts (Chohan & Hu, 2022; Tay, Tai, & Tan,
2022). Additionally, strategies for engaging users who have limited access to high-
speed internet or advanced digital devices remain underexplored. Without addressing
these barriers, many online communities risk excluding a significant portion of potential
users, limiting their reach and long-term sustainability. Bridging this gap would require
exploring innovative solutions such as offline content accessibility, mobile-friendly
community platforms, and localized engagement strategies tailored to rural and

underserved populations (Ye & Yang, 2020).

1.7 Theoretical Framework

Understanding effective ways to manage online communities is becoming more
important in promoting positive, constructive interactions in digital spaces (Smith,
2023Db). This study used the Online Community Life Cycle Model (OCLCM) by lIriberri
and Leroy (2009) as a theory because it offers insights into community building,
engagement, and sustainability. The OCLCM comprises four stages: inception,
establishment, maturity, and mitosis (Fu & Oh, 2022). In the inception stage, an online

community for a retail store such as Spar might form around sharing promotions and
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product information, attracting initial enthusiastic customers (Torres, 2022). During the
establishment phase, more customers join, engaging in discussions about shopping
experiences and sharing tips. As the community reaches maturity, it becomes self-
sustaining, with members actively contributing and supporting each other, creating a
vibrant space for exchanging ideas and feedback (Syerov, Trach, & Fedushko, 2018).
Finally, in the mitosis stage, the community may evolve into specialised subgroups,
such as a section for eco-conscious shoppers discussing sustainable products or local
groups focusing on regional promotions, fostering deeper connections among
members (Palmer, 2021). The model guided the analysis of community dynamics at
each development stage, from inception to maturity, enabling an understanding of how
engagement levels evolve. It assisted in identifying specific challenges retail
businesses face in sustaining member participation and activity during different
phases, allowing the researcher to suggest solutions for each stage (Jiang et al.,
2020). Lastly, by applying the OCLCM, the study evaluated the success factors and
management strategies essential for sustaining vibrant, self-sufficient online
communities in the retail sector (Park et al, 2019). Research questions were
developed based on the Online Community Life Cycle framework, ensuring that each
question addresses a specific stage in the development and sustainability of online

communities within the retail sector

1.8 Research methodology

As regards the research methodology, this study was guided by the Research Onion
Model developed by Saunders et al. (2019), which outlines essential steps for
researchers in selecting appropriate methodologies for empirical research
(Melnikovas, 2018). The interpretive philosophy and qualitative design were used to
enable the researcher to explore the depth and complexity of individual perspectives
on challenges faced in managing online communities. This qualitative design
emphasises understanding the meanings that participants ascribe to their actions and
interactions, which is crucial for grasping nuanced phenomena within a specific
context (Mason, 2002; Schwandt, 1994; Creswell, 2013). By focusing on participants'
interpretations, this study aimed to provide richer insights into the research subject,
fostering a comprehensive understanding of strategies for managing online

communities and the challenges faced. The inductive approach was employed to
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explore strategies for managing and sustaining online communities within retail
businesses, as well as the challenges faced (Hendricks & Louw-Potgieter, 2012). This
approach, characterised as a bottom-up methodology, allows for the development of
new solutions or the adaptation of existing ones based on observations and patterns
that emerge from the data, rather than testing a pre-established hypothesis (Thomas,
2006). By focusing on data-driven insights, the inductive approach facilitated a deeper
understanding of the complexities involved in managing online communities, ultimately
leading to more effective strategies tailored to the unique challenges of the retail

sector.

The units of the study were three retail business sites in South Africa, namely:
Shoprite, Mr Price, Woolworths, selected because they use online communities
extensively (Mafini & Dhurup, 2015). These retail business organisations recognise
the importance of online communities in fostering customer loyalty and enhancing the
overall shopping experience; therefore, they should have strategies for managing the
communities (Izogo & Jayawardhena, 2018). Furthermore, all three selected retail
business organisations are large, well-known brands with significant market presence
and influence in the retail industry, each with a large customer base and well-
established online communities on Facebook (Kollmann, Stockmann & Kuckertz,
2019). The target population of the study comprised managers, social media account
managers, and administrators who oversee the operations and management of online
communities. The study intended to use a small sample size appropriate for a
qualitative study because it allows for in-depth exploration of complex issues to
achieve saturation of information (Boddy, 2016). A judgmental purposive sample was
used to allow the researcher to collect data from the participants who are
knowledgeable about online communities (Campbell et al., 2020). The sample size of
this study will be determined by data saturation during data collection (Trotter I, 2012).
Theoretically, the sample size could be between ten and fifteen participants, as guided

by the principle of data saturation (Francis et al., 2010).

This study employed a descriptive design to collect and analyse the stories and
experiences of individuals involved in managing online communities within the retail
sector (Benson, 2014). This approach has the potential to yield rich insights into the

strategies employed by retail businesses to navigate the complexities of online
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community management, as well as the challenges they face (Zhong & Craig, 2020).
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) emphasise that narrative inquiry highlights
contextualised personal experiences, perceptions, practices, and beliefs concerning
social phenomena. By utilising this strategy, the researcher aims to gather data that is
rich in meaning, facilitating a comprehensive understanding of the challenges,
sustainability, and management of online communities in a retail context (Creswell &
Plano Clark, 2017). Data collection involved one-on-one semi-structured interviews,
conducted through Google Meet. The semi-structured nature of these interviews
allows for flexibility, enabling participants to share their insights while the researcher
guides the conversation to cover essential topics (Kallio et al., 2016). This format also
permits the researcher to probe interviewees for clarification on significant issues,
enhancing the depth of the data collected. To ensure consistency and facilitate
thorough analysis, all interview sessions were recorded (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik,
2021). Interviews were designed to accommodate the Online Community Life Cycle
Model, allowing for to capture of information on each stage of the community lifecycle,
specifically inquiring about the unique issues and activities that businesses encounter
at each phase (Yao et al., 2021).

1.8.1 Data analysis

For analysing the data collected from the interviews, thematic analysis was employed.
This method allowed for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within
the data, providing insights into the participants’ experiences and perspectives on
online community management (Terry et al., 2017). The NVivo qualitative data
analysis programme (NVivo, 2025) was exceptionally helpful in analysing the interview
transcripts. The software is suitable for handling large volumes of qualitative data,
such as interview transcripts, and allows for the in-depth analysis of complex themes
and patterns. Its ability to manage text, audio, and visual data, along with powerful
coding and visualisation tools, assisted the researcher in deriving meaningful insights
that can guide the development of strategies for managing online communities
(Azeem, Salfi & Dogar, 2012). The findings generated using the NVivo tool were used
to suggest strategies by identifying common challenges, highlighting best practices,
and proposing evidence-based recommendations. The data was analysed by

organising the insights according to each stage of the Online Community Life Cycle
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Model, enabling the researcher to identify effective management strategies and
recognise common challenges associated with each phase (Begin, Devillers & Roche,
2018). A longitudinal time frame is suitable because it facilitated a deeper
understanding of how community members interacted with one another and engaged

with the community over time (Balmer et al., 2021).

1.8.2 Trustworthiness

In a qualitative study, trustworthiness ensures the credibility of the study. This study
utilised four criteria outlined by Lincoln and Guba (1985), which are credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability, to strengthen the quality of findings.
Credibility ensures participant checking, while Transferability was supported through
detailed descriptions of the retail environment, participants, and online community
structures, enabling readers to judge the applicability of the findings to similar contexts.
Dependability was enhanced by keeping an audit trail documenting data collection,
coding decisions, and analytical procedures. Confirmability was addressed by
maintaining reflexive notes and grounding interpretations in direct evidence from
participants’ responses. Together, these criteria reinforce the overall integrity and

rigour of the study.

1.8.3 Ethical considerations

Informed consent ensured that the research participants were fully aware of the
study’s purpose, procedures, and voluntary involvement. Informed consent was
obtained before the interviews, and the responses were collected anonymously
without identifying information. An ethics application was submitted with a low-risk
rating (Resnik, 2020). Participants were also informed of their right to withdraw from

the study at any time without any consequences.

1.9 Study outline

This dissertation follows a structured format to ensure a clear and logical flow of
information. Chapter 1 introduces the study by providing the background information,
stating the problem, defining objectives and research questions, and explaining the
significance and scope of the study. Chapter 2 presents a literature review, discussing

key concepts, theoretical underpinnings, and previous studies related to online
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community management in retail businesses. Chapter 3 outlines the research
methodology, detailing the research design, data collection methods, sampling
techniques, and ethical considerations. Chapter 4 focuses on data presentation and
analysis, providing a detailed interpretation of the findings using charts and tables.
Chapter 5 discusses the findings, comparing them with existing literature and
highlighting their implications for businesses. Finally, Chapter 6 concludes the study,
summarising the key insights, making recommendations for businesses, and

suggesting areas for future research.

1.10 Definition of terms

Below are the terms utilised in this study:

Online communities - Online communities refer to socially constructed networks of
individuals who interact through computer-mediated communication (CMC)
technologies, primarily via the Internet, around a shared purpose, interest, or goal.
Social Media - Social media refers to Internet-based platforms and applications that
enable users to create, share, and exchange content within interactive networks.
These platforms are built on Web 2.0 technologies and support user-generated
content, social networking, collaboration, and real-time communication. In
organisational contexts, social media functions as an infrastructure that enables the
formation, management, and growth of online communities by facilitating engagement,
participation, and digital interaction.

Digital space - A digital space is a virtual environment enabled by digital technologies
where individuals and organisations interact, communicate, and exchange
information. Unlike a mere replication of physical environments, a digital space is a
dynamic  socio-technical environment that supports computer-mediated
communication, collaboration, and content creation. In the context of this study, digital
space provides the structural and technological foundation within which online

communities are formed, managed, and sustained.

1.11 Summary

This chapter has presented a detailed background of the study, the problem
statement, the rationale of the study, the research aims and objectives, research
questions, significance of the study, theoretical underpinnings, research methodology,

and the study outline. Chapter 2 discusses the literature review, including the
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theoretical underpinnings of the study. This study will suggest that effective
management of online communities for South African retailers requires stage-specific
techniques, as conceptualized by the OCLCM, to negotiate unique local issues such

as diverse digital literacy.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

The study was aimed at exploring the strategies utilised in managing and sustaining
online communities in a retail business. Chapter 1 covered the background
information, the problem statement, objectives, and research questions, the
significance and scope of the study, as well as the theoretical framework. Chapter 2
presents the relevant literature review on online community management,
engagement strategies, and sustainability models in retail businesses. This Chapter 2
will unpack literature related to online community management, engagement
strategies, and sustainability models in retail businesses, thus providing the foundation
as well as outlining the gap in research. This chapter will be detailing literature starting
with the history of retail business environments, the origin and development of online
communities, pre- & post-Covid-19 effect/influence of online communities, the benefits
of online communities for retail businesses, challenges faced by retail businesses in
managing online communities, the causes of challenges in managing online
communities, strategies used by retail businesses to overcome online community
challenges, shortfalls of on strategies used, Improving existing strategies for managing
online communities in retail. Lastly, we will be looking into the 3 selected theoretical
frameworks, including the systems theory, variance theory, and process theory. The
ensuing sections (Chapter 2) cover the theoretical underpinnings of this study, in which
the Online Community Life Cycle Model (OCLCM) by Iriberri and Leroy (2009) is
explained. This is followed by the Systems Theory (Rosen, 1969), the Variance Theory
(Sturmberg & Marcum, 2024), and the Process Theory (Recker, 2021).

2.2 The history of retail business environments

This section discusses the history of retail business environments. The review covers
developments in retail business environments from the 18th to the 20th century and
also from the 21st century.

2.2.1 Retail business environments from the 18th to the 20th century
During ancient civilisations, trade was conducted through barter systems before the
introduction of currency that facilitated more structured transactions (Grant,

Banomyong & Gibson 2024). Early marketplaces, such as those in Mesopotamia,
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Egypt, and Greece, served as hubs for exchanging goods and services. During the
Middle Ages, retail evolved with the emergence of merchants and trade routes, leading
to the establishment of permanent shops and marketplaces in towns and cities
(Abazat, 2006). The Industrial Revolution in the 18th and 19th centuries brought
significant changes, with mass production and improved transportation enabling
retailers to expand their reach. Department stores and chain stores emerged, offering
consumers a wider variety of goods and introducing new retail concepts such as fixed
pricing and customer service (Har et al., 2022).

The 20th century saw the rapid growth of retail businesses, driven by advancements
in technology, transportation, and consumer demand. The rise of supermarkets,
shopping malls, and franchising revolutionized the industry, making shopping more
convenient and accessible (Mowery & Rosenberg, 1998). The latter half of the century
saw the introduction of credit cards, electronic transactions, and early forms of e-
commerce, laying the foundation for digital retail (Williams, 2004). By the late 1990s,
the internet had transformed the retail landscape, giving rise to online shopping
platforms and global e-commerce giants (Tian & Stewart, 2006). These changes set
the stage for the 21st-century retail business environment, characterised by
omnichannel retailing, personalized consumer experiences, and data-driven decision-
making, shaping how businesses interact with customers in the digital age (Ridings &
Gefen, 2006).

2.3.2 Retail business environments from the 21st century

With the advancement of time and technology, business environments have witnessed
a change, thus the use of online communities. The proliferation of online communities
has significantly transformed the retail business landscape, offering numerous
benefits such as enhanced customer engagement, increased brand loyalty, and
valuable consumer insights (Rasool, Shah & Islam, 2020). Retail businesses leverage
online communities to foster customer relationships, facilitate peer-to-peer support,
and drive marketing initiatives (Al-azzam & Al-mizeed, 2021). However, despite their
potential, the management of online communities presents several challenges,
including moderating user-generated content, ensuring active participation, and
addressing negative feedback effectively (Gillespie, 2022). The challenges

encountered in managing online communities stem from various factors, such as the
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dynamic nature of consumer behaviour, technological limitations, and inadequate
community governance structures (Ganesh & Bright, 2020). Retail businesses employ
different strategies to mitigate these challenges, including the use of artificial
intelligence (Al)-driven moderation, gamification techniques, and influencer
collaborations to sustain community engagement (Gillespie, 2020). While these
strategies have shown promise, continuous improvements are necessary to address
emerging challenges and ensure the long-term sustainability of online communities in
retail (Chen et al., 2020).

Although several studies have explored the management of online communities;
however, gaps remain in understanding the holistic integration of technology,
governance, and user engagement strategies tailored for retail businesses (Shin,
Mollah & Choi, 2023).

2.3 Origin and development of online communities

As digital technology has advanced, so too have online communities' beginnings and
growth, reflecting changes in how people communicate, exchange information, and
form social bonds in virtual environments. This section covers pre-COVID online

communities and how COVID-19 influenced online communities.

2.3.1 Pre-COVID online communities

From the early networked systems of the 1970s to the emergence of massive social
platforms in the 2010s, pre-COVID online communities laid the groundwork for modern
digital engagement. During this time, early bulletin board systems (BBS) and Usenet
groups, which were typified by text-based, interest-driven conversations, evolved into
more complex, user-centric platforms made possible by the expansion of Web 2.0
(Furman, 2015). According to Hudspeth (1990), peer-to-peer information sharing,
identity construction, and collaborative content creation were some of the fundamental
principles of digital participation that the communities were created. The ideas
subsequently influenced the dynamics and structure of contemporary social networks
(Kelley, Roger, Morrell, & Denise, 1999). Understanding how online communities
formed their norms, engagement patterns, and governance systems before the
revolutionary changes brought forth by the Covid-19 era requires an examination of

this historical trajectory. Community involvement patterns became more formalized as
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platforms developed into web-based forums, blogs, and early social networking sites
(Ortner, Sinner & Jadin, 2018). Users contributed user-generated material,
participated in threaded discussions, and formed subgroups around specialised
interests (Kolbitsch & Maurer, 2006). Baxter, Upendram, and Lerner (2021) argue that
the affordances of each platform, such as anonymity, asynchronous communication,
and reputation systems that promoted active engagement, frequently had an impact
on these patterns. Community charters, volunteer moderators, and rule-setting
procedures that resulted from group agreement were the main community-driven
governance tools. In an effort to strike a balance between the right to free speech and
the need to handle disputes, false information, and disruptive behaviour, more
formalized governance systems were eventually implemented (Lemstra, 2013). These
included platform-level policies, automated moderation, and reporting tools. In
general, pre-COVID online communities developed naturally, relying on shared norms,
collaborative self-regulation, and participatory culture to sustain social order and

meaningful connection.

2.3.2 Covid-19 impact on online communities

The Covid-19 pandemic significantly influenced online communities by accelerating
digital engagement and reshaping the way individuals interact, communicate, and
collaborate. With lockdowns and social distancing measures in place, people turned
to online platforms for social connection, professional networking, and knowledge
sharing (Sahut & Lissillour, 2023). Businesses, educational institutions, and social
groups increasingly relied on virtual communities to sustain operations and maintain
engagement (Assefa, 2023). This shift led to the rapid adoption of digital tools, such
as video conferencing, social media forums, and collaborative platforms, fostering
greater participation and accessibility (Ratten, 2023). As a result, online communities
became more essential for emotional support, information exchange, and business
continuity during uncertain times (Paczkowska et al., 2023). Moreover, the pandemic
highlighted both the strengths and challenges of online communities. On the positive
side, digital platforms provided a sense of belonging and support, especially for those
facing isolation (Longmuir, 2023). They facilitated innovation and the rapid spread of
knowledge, particularly in areas like remote work, telemedicine, and e-learning

(Reason, 2023). However, the surge in online activity also brought challenges,
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including misinformation, digital fatigue, and disparities in access to technology (Chan,
Lee & Chen, 2024). Online communities struggled with moderation issues and
maintaining meaningful engagement amid the overwhelming influx of users (Shanghai
University et al., 2023). Despite these challenges, Covid-19 reinforced the importance
of well-managed online communities, emphasizing their role in fostering resilience and

adaptability in an increasingly digital world (Baxter & Hainey, 2023).

The Covid-19 pandemic also significantly impacted online communities in retail
businesses, accelerating digital transformation and increasing consumer reliance on
virtual interactions (Gupta, Mukherjee & Garg, 2023). With physical store closures and
social distancing measures, businesses turned to online platforms to engage
customers, provide support, and drive sales. Social media groups, e-commerce
forums, and brand communities became essential for customer engagement, offering
personalized recommendations, product updates, and peer-to-peer interactions
(Verhoef, Noordhoff & Sloot, 2023). Additionally, businesses leveraged these
communities for real-time feedback, fostering brand loyalty and trust (Sudarmiatin,
Fitriana & Hidayati, 2023). However, challenges such as misinformation, heightened
customer expectations, and the need for enhanced cybersecurity also emerged,
requiring retailers to adopt effective strategies for managing and sustaining their online

communities (Sudarmiatin, Fitriana & Hidayati, 2023).

2.4 The benefits of online communities to retail businesses

Retail businesses today adopt alternative approaches to generating new revenue
streams, moving beyond traditional methods (Chan et al., 2014; Cheng, Wu, & Chen,
2020). According to (Martinez-Lopez et al., 2021), the emergence of social networking

sites provides a strategic avenue for retailers to establish online communities.

2.4.1 Enhance customer engagement

Improving customer engagement is widely acknowledged as crucial for maintaining
vibrant and worthwhile online communities because it fosters continued involvement
and enhances consumer-brand relationships. While to Matute, Palau-Saumell, and
Occhiocupo (2021), customer engagement is defined as consumers' cognitive,
emotional, and behavioural participation in brand interactions, Molinillo, et al (2020)

argued that the increase in online communities has also been demonstrated to
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increase community vibrancy and loyalty when bolstered by interactive content and
personalized communication. Research further indicates that increased engagement
enables co-creation, where customers actively contribute ideas and feedback that

enhance organisational value (Han & Anderson, 2022).

2.4.2 Cultivating brand loyalty

Cultivating brand loyalty has been widely recognised as a central objective in online
community management, as loyal customers not only demonstrate repeated
purchasing behaviour but also engage in advocacy that strengthens a brand’s market
position. Scholars argue that brand loyalty emerges from sustained interactions that
deepen consumers’ emotional and psychological connections with a brand (Loh, Gaur
& Sharma, 2021). An example of emotional and psychological brand loyalty in South
Africa can be seen in how SA youth connect with brand identity based on their location
and affordability. Most SA youth from the townships and rural areas are attached to
brands such as All-Star and the VW car brand. Certain brands are aligned with certain
lifestyles, offering comfortable and fashionable products at a certain price and which

make other customers feel included and valued (Scozzese & Gelli, 2023).

2.4.3 Trends and tailoring of offerings

Retail businesses do monitor consumer trends to tailor their offerings in ways that
enhance relevance, engagement, and customer satisfaction. According to Berger-
Grabner (2021), trend responsiveness enables companies to align products with
evolving preferences, seasonal behaviours, and culturally significant moments,
positioning their brands as adaptive and customer-centric (Trachuk et al., 2021).
Scholars argue that tailoring offerings based on trend insights strengthens value
creation and fosters emotional connection, particularly during peak consumption
periods such as holidays (Nitinkrishna, 2025). For example, during Valentine’s Day,
retailers often introduce curated gift bundles such as personalised couple mugs,
matching wristwatches, or “his and hers” fragrance sets to appeal to the heightened

demand for symbolic and sentimental products.
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2.4.4 Feedback from customers

Feedback from customers is widely recognised as a critical component in evaluating
and sustaining online community engagement, as well as improving organisational
service delivery. Ozuem et al. (2021) argue that customer feedback serves as both a
diagnostic and strategic tool, enabling firms to identify service gaps, refine value
propositions, and strengthen brand—consumer relationships (Thaichon et al., 2020).
Within online communities, feedback also acts as a mechanism through which
customers co-create value by sharing expectations, experiences, and suggestions
that guide organisational decision-making (Gremyr et al., 2022). For example,
Woolworths’ online platforms, such as their social media pages and customer review
portals, often receive detailed comments about product quality, delivery efficiency, and

in-store experiences.

2.4.5 Increase in sales

The retail sector benefits from online communities by attracting more customers for
engagement, which leads to an increase in sales. A study by Wongsansukcharoen
(2022) indicates that retail businesses utilise social media platforms to increase sales
due to peer recommendations and word-of-mouth marketing. Consumers trust reviews
and testimonials from fellow community members, which influences their purchasing
decisions (Shaheen et al., 2019). An example of this in South Africa is Woolworths'
use of social media platforms such as Facebook to engage with customers. According
to News24 (2024), “as of 2023, the retailer experienced a significant increase in online
interactions, with social media mentions rising from 1.6 million in 2022 to 1.8 million in
2023”. When shoppers post positive reviews about Woolworths’ food or fashion
products, their friends and followers see these recommendations, influencing their

purchasing decisions.

2.4.6 Collaboration with influencers

Collaboration with influencers has emerged as a strategic branding practice within the
retail sector industry, enabling brands to leverage the credibility and social capital of
influential individuals to enhance brand visibilty and consumer engagement.
According to Ibanez-Sanchez et al. (2022), influencers function as digital opinion
leaders whose endorsements can significantly shape community perceptions and

purchasing intentions, particularly when their personal brand aligns with the
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organisation’s value proposition. Influencer partnerships are also found to strengthen
parasocial relationships, thereby fostering trust and authenticity in brand
communication (Casalo, Flavian & Ibanez-Sanchez, 2020; Jordas, 2023). For
example, a potato chip brand (Lays) decided to partner with Lionel Messi, an
internationally recognised sports figure, which illustrates how brands use celebrity
influence to extend brand reach and stimulate engagement across global online

communities.

2.4.7 Brand advocates

Brand advocates are conceptualised as highly engaged customers who voluntarily
promote and defend a brand through proactive behaviours such as recommending the
brand to others, defending it against criticism, and amplifying positive brand messages
(Wong, 2023). The behaviour goes beyond mere word-of-mouth; customers develop
a deep psychological connection and self-identification with the brand, rooted in trust
and emotional bonding (Choi, Kroff & Kim, 2021; Wilk, Soutar & Harrigan, 2021).
Empirical studies further emphasise that brand advocacy is not only an outcome of
customer satisfaction but also a mediator of strategic effects; for example, consumers’
perceptions of corporate social responsibility bolster brand trust, which in turn
encourages advocacy behaviours (Wilk, Soutar & Harrigan, 2019; Bhati & Verma,
2020). Moreover, scholars regard brand advocacy as a key indicator of brand power,
since advocates act as credible, consumer-driven marketers whose commitment can
enhance reputation and resilience in competitive markets (Park & Jiang, 2023; Wilk,
Sadeque & Soutar, 2024).

2.5 Challenges faced by retail businesses in managing online communities

There are many challenges faced by retail businesses in managing online
communities. However, one of the most significant challenges is content moderation
and reputation management. Online communities generate a vast amount of user-
generated content, including reviews, comments, and complaints. Ensuring that
discussions remain respectful and brand-positive while balancing freedom of

expression is difficult (Paasonen, Jarrett & Light 2019).
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2.5.1 Negative comments and misinformation

Negative comments and misinformation turn out to be a very significant challenge in
managing online communities. Online communities generate a vast amount of user-
generated content, including reviews, negative comments, and misinformation by
other online community members (Vehovar & Jontes, 2021). Negative comments and
misinformation can spread quickly, potentially harming a brand's reputation when not
addressed appropriately (Gkikas et al., 2022). According to Landgren & Lidberg
(2021), negative comments can be influenced by misinformation from other users,
which can damage the brand value and discourage participation in the online
community. Jurisova (2022) argues that toxic interaction among online members can
threaten the sustainability of an online community. For example, one member might
post false information on Checkers’ Facebook page stating that “Checkers is selling
expired milk across multiple stores,” without any evidence or verification. Such a post
might quickly be seen by other members in the community and cause a lot of negative

comments and end up damaging the brand value.

2.5.2 Lack of customer engagement

Retail businesses struggle to maintain active engagement in their online communities,
and customers may join initially but lose interest over time, leading to declining
participation rates (Kumar & Ayodeji, 2021; Mohd-Ramly & Omar, 2017). Scholars
argue that when customers do not actively contribute through feedback, content
creation, or dialogue, retail businesses tend to struggle to generate meaningful
insights that inform decision-making and enhance customer experience (Chi, Harrigan
& Xu, 2022). Reduced participation also delays the development of trust, social
presence, and a sense of belonging, which is caused by online communities struggling
to build key social elements that keep online members involved over time (Wong &
Chung, 2023). Lack of engagement limits the network effects that typically strengthen
community growth, thereby diminishing the strategic benefits that firms seek when
investing in digital communities (Al-Khasawneh et al., 2023). Understanding and
addressing the challenges that cause the lack of engagement in the online community

is essential for ensuring the vitality and strategic value of online communities.
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2.5.3 Poor creation of meaningful interactions

Poor creation of meaningful interactions within online communities has been widely
identified as a critical barrier to sustained engagement and community growth.
Meaningful interactions refer to exchanges that foster connection, knowledge sharing,
and a sense of belonging among online members. However, when communication is
poorly facilitated, the community’s value proposition diminishes (Trunfio & Rossi,
2021). King (2024) argued that ineffective moderation, unclear communication
structures, and a lack of user-centred engagement strategies often lead to fragmented
participation and threaten the sustainability of online communities. However, Grant
(2020) argued that the lack of gamifying the content in online communities contributes
to the lack of interaction among online community members, which negatively affects

the longevity and sustainability of online communities.

2.5.4 Incentivizing participation

Online communities attract and keep existing members and attract new ones via the
use of incentives. Researchers argue that companies often struggle to incentivise
participation within online communities, as members may not consistently perceive
sufficient value or motivation to contribute (Ichimiya et al., 2023). Participation is
influenced by two factors: enjoyment of utilising the online community and the use of
rewards and recognition (Siuki & Webster, 2021; Delkhosh et al., 2023). However,
designing incentive mechanisms that sustain long-term engagement remains
challenging because rewards and recognition can diminish motivation if poorly
implemented, leading to reduced contribution quality or participation fatigue (Jacobsen
& Beer, 2021). In addition, a single incentive strategy rarely meets the diverse
motivational needs of participants (Walker & Matsa, 2021). As a result, businesses
often struggle to formulate balanced and adaptive incentive structures that encourage
consistent participation while maintaining the authenticity and value of interactions
within their online communities (Rathje, Van Bavel & Van Der Linden, 2021).

2.5.5 Lack of staff members and insufficient training
Lack of staff members and insufficient training are highlighted as one of the challenges
affecting the sustainability of online communities. The study argues that when retail

companies operate with limited personnel, existing staff often become overextended,
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resulting in reduced efficiency, burnout, and inconsistent execution of key tasks (Tso,
2022). In addition, insufficient training becomes an issue when employees are
expected to utilize new technology without proper training. Exacerbates these
constraints by leaving employees without the necessary competencies to adopt new
technologies, engage meaningfully in organisational processes, or respond to
emerging operational demands (Jedrzejczyk, 2021). The skills gap not only slows
down organisational performance but also limits the potential benefits of innovation,
as staff members may resist change or misuse systems due to limited understanding.
The literature underscores the need for structured capacity-building programmes and
strategic workforce planning to mitigate these challenges and enhance organisational

effectiveness (Leidner, Gonzalez & Koch, 2020).

2.5.6 Direct impact of online communities on sales and brand loyalty

Despite the growing recognition of online communities as strategic tools for enhancing
sales and fostering brand loyalty, several challenges persist that can hinder their
effectiveness. A primary concern is the difficulty in measuring the direct impact of
community engagement on actual sales performance, as interactions are often
intangible and mediated by multiple external factors (Huang, Wang & Lin, 2022).
However, maintaining active and meaningful participation is a constant challenge, as
online communities are prone to member attrition, low engagement, or the proliferation
of negative user-generated content, which can damage brand perception (Cheng, Wu
& Chen, 2020). The alignment between community-driven discussions and the
company’s marketing objectives is not always straightforward, leading to potential
inconsistencies in brand messaging and diminished loyalty outcomes (Kaur et al.,
2020). Challenges underscore the complexity of leveraging online communities as
reliable drivers of sales growth and sustained brand loyalty, highlighting the need for

strategic management and continuous monitoring (Kakalejcik, Bucko & Danko, 2020).

2.5.7 Reliance on third-party social media platforms

Reliance on third-party social media platforms presents a challenge in the
management and sustainability of online communities, as highlighted in the literature.
Reviglio and Agosti (2020) argue that when organisations build their communities on

external platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, or X (formerly Twitter), they
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relinquish substantial control over data ownership, algorithmic visibility, and platform
policies, which can unpredictably influence user engagement and community reach
(Deley & Dubois, 2020; Duffy & Meisner, 2023). Algorithmic changes may reduce
content visibility, while policy shifts or platform disruptions can destabilise established
interactions and hinder strategic community management (Rochefort, 2020). In
addition, the dependence on third-party platforms compromises long-term
sustainability, as communities become vulnerable to commercial priorities and
technological changes beyond the organisation’s governance (Sorensen, Van Den
Bulck & Kosta, 2020).

Retail businesses invest in building communities on platforms such as Facebook, but
frequent algorithm changes can reduce organic reach, making it harder to engage
audiences without paid promotions (White & Boatwright, 2020). A research study by
Sacks and Looi (2020) quoted, stating, “Social media platforms typically apply their
own advertising policies that govern the types of advertising permitted on their
platform. Major social media platforms, such as Facebook and YouTube, have shown
a willingness to restrict the advertising of products that may be harmful to public health,

such as tobacco, alcohol, and gambling.”

2.5.8 Spams, harassment, and trolls

In the context of online communities, one of the challenges identified in the literature
is the prevalence of spam, harassment, and trolling, which can severely undermine
user engagement and community sustainability. Spamming — characterised by
unsolicited and repetitive content, clutters discussion spaces, diminishes the quality of
interactions, and can erode trust among online members (Ortiz, 2020). Harassment,
including targeted abuse, offensive language, and cyberbullying, contributes to a
hostile environment, often leading to the withdrawal of active members and negatively
impacting the sense of belonging and community cohesion (Heller, 2021). Similarly,
trolling, defined as the deliberate provocation of members to elicit emotional
responses, disrupts constructive communication and can escalate conflicts within the
community (Ortiz, 2020). Collectively, such behaviours pose critical challenges for
community managers, requiring effective moderation strategies, automated detection
mechanisms, and clear community guidelines to preserve the integrity and

sustainability of online communities.
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2.6 Strategies used by retail businesses to overcome online community
challenges

This section reviews the strategies used by retail businesses to overcome online
community challenges. These strategies range from controlling harmful behaviour and
toxicity to combining effective moderation and community guidelines with artificial

intelligence (Al).

2.6.1 Controlling harmful behaviour and toxicity

Retail businesses have adopted several strategies to address negative comments and
misinformation within their online communities. First strategy adopted is active
moderation, where employees are responsible for monitoring discussions, removing
harmful content, and responding to customer concerns to avoid the spread of false
information (Mao & Zhang, 2023). Secondly, online communities utilise open
communication techniques, including factual updates and explanations to dispel
rumours and comfort community members (Munthali et al., 2021). Additionally, online
communities also employ social listening techniques to identify new problems early on
and interact with customers before unfavourable opinions worsen (Ballestar, Cuerdo-
Mir & Freire-Rubio, 2020). Retail companies seek to create online communities where
trust and participation can be maintained in the face of difficulties by promoting
transparent communication, welcoming constructive criticism, and upholding a
consistent brand voice. Online communities also utilise the strategy, which involves
filtering harmful and inappropriate content while ensuring constructive discussions
(Gillespie, 2018). Retail businesses utilise artificial intelligence (Al) tools, automated
filters, and human moderators to enforce community guidelines. Research study by
Pavlicek (2024) suggests that Al-powered moderation tools help detect spam, hate
speech, and misleading content in real time, reducing the heavy load on human

moderators.

2.6.2 Dealing with low engagement
Online communities have adopted several strategies to address the issue of limited
customer engagement. Umunna (2021) argues that in order to maintain exposure and

encourage user interaction, online communities utilise content-driven engagement
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techniques, including uploading interactive material, personalised messages, and
targeted promos (Liu et al., 2021). In addition, implementing gamification techniques,
including reward systems, badges, and competitions, has been found to increase
customer motivation and encourage repeat engagement (Puig et al., 2023). To better
understand consumer preferences and provide content that is relevant and engaging,
retailers also use data analytics and social listening techniques (Ballestar, Cuerdo-Mir
& Freire-Rubio, 2020). Retail companies can successfully reduce low engagement
levels and create a livelier and engaged online community by combining personalized

communication, interactive features, and data-driven content initiatives.

2.6.3 Creation of meaningful interactions

Retail businesses utilise personalised communication approaches, gamifying the
content, and providing fast responses to queries. According to Leung, Gu, and
Palmatier (2022), online communities use personalised communication to improve
meaningful interactions, using the content that online members tend to relate to. To
promote a feeling of community and active participation, retailers also spend more
money on social media managers and community moderators who lead
conversations, answer questions, and promote user-generated material (Forderer &
Burtch, 2025). By making online spaces more dynamic and participative, interactive
content forms, including live chats, surveys, Q&A sessions, and narrative, also
encourage deeper engagement (Marshalsey & Sclater, 2020). Retail businesses can
improve consumer satisfaction and long-term loyalty by applying the above-mentioned
strategies into practice and strengthening the quality of interactions within their online

communities.

2.6.4 Incentivizing participation

Retail businesses utilising the strategy of designing competitions that will benefit a
broader base of participants instead of selecting only a few participants. According to
Zhen and Twyman (2025), retailers are making investments to provide inclusive
incentives, including participation-based prizes, reward points, and discount codes.
However, Retailers can reduce disruptive behaviours and increase positive
interactions in their online communities. Additionally, companies are spending more
money on digital marketing campaigns to advertise these incentives, guaranteeing

increased visibility, a broader audience, and ongoing consumer involvement (Liu et
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al., 2022). By utilising the above-mentioned strategies, online communities can reach

a wider audience with the use of structured paid ads and competition.

2.6.5 Providing staff and necessary training

Online communities are using a strategy of investing in a structured digital skills
training to equip employees with the competencies needed to handle customer
interactions, moderate discussions, and manage online content effectively (Ferreira et
al., 2020). To lessen the workload for their small personnel and guarantee prompt
responses to community members, other businesses use automated support
technologies like chatbots, Al-driven moderation systems, and scheduling software.
(Lalchhanhima, Rajendran & Madhusudanan, 2025). Another popular strategy is to
outsource community management duties to specialised organizations, which allows
shops to continue constant involvement even in situations where internal capacity is
limited (Yang et al., 2023). Retail companies may reduce operational restrictions and
maintain vibrant, healthy online communities by combining staff development,

technology assistance, and outside expertise.

2.6.6 Building trust and safeguarding security

Customers' trust and purchase intentions rise when they participate favourably in
online brand communities, according to research (Nadeem et al., 2020). On the other
hand, uncontrolled conflict, false information, or unfavourable interactions can destroy
brand credibility and lower sales (Nadeem et al., 2020). To address these risks, retalil
brands implement proactive moderation, community guidelines, and targeted
engagement strategies that encourage constructive participation and reduce
disruptive behaviours (Hennessy et al., 2020). Despite community limitations, brands
use reward-based loyalty programs, personalized communication, and customer
feedback mechanisms to improve long-term loyalty and deepen consumer-brand
relationships (Nnenna ljeoma Okeke et al., 2024).

2.6.7 Reliance on third-party social media platforms
Retail businesses rely on different social media platforms such as Facebook, X,
TikTok, and Instagram to communicate with their online communities, and these

platforms have their own protocols that suit their own business goals. According to
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Rashid and Zaaba (2020), platforms such as Facebook and Instagram use their own
protocols, for example, a lack of customisation, algorithm restrictions, and difficulties
in managing negative comments. Retailers mitigate some of these rules by applying
moderation strategies, utilising platform analytics to monitor engagement patterns,
and developing clear community guidelines to reduce misinformation, harassment,
and disruptive behaviour (Drivas et al., 2022). However, platforms such as Facebook
page offers only limited customisation options compared to a dedicated online
community platform. Retailers cannot tailor the interface, features, or interaction tools

to suit their specific business needs (Arora, 2022).

2.6.8 Combining effective moderation, community guidelines, and Al

The use of effective moderation, community guidelines, and Al is the main strategy
with regard to dealing with spam, harassment, and trolls. Dineva and Breitsohl (2022)
argued that Effective moderation is crucial, and businesses are increasingly employing
Al-driven detection systems and automated filtering technologies to find and eliminate
offensive or dangerous information before it spreads. To shape user expectations and
promote polite interactions, retail businesses create explicit community guidelines that
specify appropriate behaviour and the repercussions for infractions (Schaffner et al.,
2024; Horta Ribeiro et al., 2025). Retail companies also use hybrid moderation
methods, which combine human moderators with algorithmic technologies to

guarantee content review accuracy and contextual comprehension.

2.7 Shortfalls of the strategies used in managing online communities

According to research, online moderation, community guidelines,, and incentivizing
participation are the two common strategies used by retail businesses to manage
online communities (Christodoulides, Gerrath & Siamagka, 2021; Wadden et al.,
2021). Despite the good performance of these three strategies, online communities
still face challenges. Moderation practices are often inconsistently applied or too slow
to address the rapid spread of harmful content, while community guidelines may be
overlooked, vaguely interpreted, or ignored by users (Christodoulides, Gerrath &
Siamagka, 2021; Wadden et al., 2021). Similarly, incentive-based strategies, including

competitions and reward programmes, frequently generate only short-term activity and
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do not always build sustained commitment or meaningful participation (Ai et al., 2022).
As a result, despite the strategic efforts adopted by retail businesses, issues such as
misinformation, user conflict, spam, and declining engagement remain prevalent
(Santiago, Borges Tiago & Tiago, 2025). These persistent challenges highlight not
only the limitations and complexities of managing online communities effectively but
also reveal a significant research gap in understanding how existing strategies can be
refined or redesigned to achieve more sustainable and meaningful community

engagement.

2.8. Literature gaps

In this study, the knowledge gap lies in the limited understanding of how retail
businesses in South Africa manage and sustain their online communities over time.
While previous research has primarily focused on the role of social media in marketing
and customer engagement, fewer studies have explored the strategic processes and
long-term management practices that ensure the sustainability of these communities.
There is also a lack of empirical evidence on how retailers balance challenges such
as limited digital literacy, the presence of trolls, and the need for rapid response times

while maintaining meaningful customer relationships.

2.9 The gap emanating from the reviewed literature

Despite the growing body of literature on online community management, significant
research gaps remain in understanding the strategies for managing and sustaining
online communities in a retail business environment. Most existing studies focus on
isolated aspects, such as user engagement, content moderation, or monetization
strategies, without integrating these elements into a comprehensive framework that
ensures long-term sustainability (Negrutiu, Vasiliu & Enache, 2020). Additionally, while
the Online Community Life Cycle (OCLC) model has been widely referenced in
general discussions about online communities, its application in retail business
environments remains underexplored. There is limited research on how businesses
can effectively navigate the different stages of an online community’s lifecycle while
maintaining engagement and maximizing commercial benefits. Furthermore, many
studies emphasize engagement metrics but fail to explore the long-term impact of

online communities on business growth, customer loyalty, and revenue generation.
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Another significant gap in the literature is the lack of research on localized content and
the accessibility of online community resources for members from rural areas. Most
studies on online community engagement assume consistent digital infrastructure and
internet access, overlooking the challenges faced by individuals in underdeveloped
regions with limited connectivity and digital literacy. There is minimal research on how
businesses can create inclusive online communities that accommodate diverse
linguistic, cultural, and technological contexts (Chohan & Hu, 2022; Tay, Tai, & Tan,
2022). Additionally, strategies for engaging users who have limited access to high-
speed internet or advanced digital devices remain underexplored. Without addressing
these barriers, many online communities risk excluding a significant portion of potential
users, limiting their reach and long-term sustainability. Bridging this gap would require
exploring innovative solutions such as offline content accessibility, mobile-friendly
community platforms, and localized engagement strategies tailored to rural and

underserved populations (Ye & Yang, 2020).

2.10. Theoretical foundations

This section unpack three different frameworks utilised in Information systems namely
system theory, variance theory and process theory. In addition the section highlights
how online community life cycle model is aligned with this study and why it was chosen
as the framework to be utilised in this study. Systems Theory, Variance Theory, and
Process Theory collectively complement the Online Community Life Cycle Model
(OCLCM) by strengthening its explanatory depth. While the OCLCM outlines the
developmental stages of online communities (inception, growth, maturity, and
renewal/decline), Systems Theory conceptualises the online community as a socio-
technical system composed of interdependent technological, organisational, and
social elements that influence sustainability. Variance Theory supports the
examination of causal relationships between management strategies, challenges, and
community outcomes, explaining why certain communities progress or decline at
different stages. Process Theory, in turn, reinforces the temporal and evolutionary
nature of the OCLCM by emphasising how communities change over time through
sequences of events and strategic interventions. Together, these theories provide a
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multidimensional lens that enhances understanding of how retail businesses in South

Africa can effectively manage and sustain online communities across their life cycle.

2.10.1 Systems theory

Systems Theory is a fundamental framework in Information Systems (IS) that views
an organisation or technology as an interconnected system with various components
working together to achieve a common goal. Originally introduced by Ludwig von
Bertalanffy, Systems Theory emphasizes the holistic perspective, where different
parts of a system interact and influence each other (Rosen, 1969). In the context of
Information Systems, this theory is used to understand how hardware, software, users,
data, and processes function collectively to ensure efficiency and effectiveness within

an organisation (Hossain et al., 2024).

A key principle of systems theory is that an information system is not merely a
collection of independent elements but an integrated whole where changes in one
component affect the entire system (Perumal & Aithal, 2024). This perspective is
particularly useful in designing, implementing, and managing IS solutions that must
adapt to dynamic business environments (Mahmood et al., 2023). For example, in an
enterprise resource planning (ERP) system, different modules such as finance, human
resources, and supply chain management are interconnected. A change in inventory
levels in the supply chain module automatically updates the finance module, ensuring

accurate financial reporting and decision-making.

Another real-world example of systems theory in Information Systems is seen in
healthcare management systems. In a hospital, an integrated electronic health record
(EHR) system connects doctors, nurses, pharmacists, and administrative staff,
ensuring seamless patient care (Van Offenbeek, Vos & Boonstra, 2024). When a
doctor prescribes medication, the pharmacy system updates in real time, reducing the
risk of prescription errors and ensuring patient safety. This interconnected approach

enhances efficiency, reduces redundancy, and improves service delivery.
Systems theory is applied through integrated information systems that connect various

departments such as admissions, finance, academic affairs, and student services

(Aumann et al., 2023). For example, when a student registers for a course, the
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academic system updates, which in turn notifies the finance department of tuition fees
and adjusts class capacity records. Similarly, library access and learning management
systems (LMS) are linked to student databases, ensuring a seamless educational
experience. Moreover, universities utilise systems theory to manage data security and
institutional efficiency. When one subsystem, such as the student portal, experiences
technical issues, it can affect multiple areas, including course enrolment, grading, and
communication between faculty and students. This highlights the importance of proper
system design and maintenance to ensure continuous service delivery and data

integrity.

2.10.2 Variance theory

Variance Theory is a theoretical approach in Information Systems (IS) that focuses on
identifying causal relationships between independent and dependent variables to
explain system behaviour and outcomes (Sturmberg & Marcum, 2024). Unlike process
theory, which emphasizes sequences of events, Variance Theory seeks to quantify
how different factors contribute to specific outcomes, making it particularly useful for
predictive and explanatory research in IS (Frattini et al., 2024). In the context of a
banking site, Variance Theory can be applied to analyse the impact of cybersecurity
measures on the reduction of fraudulent transactions. For example, a study may
examine how different levels of encryption (independent variable) affect the frequency
of data breaches,, which is described as a dependent variable (Asad, Mohajerani &
Nourseresh, 2016; Kovalev, 2023). By using statistical models, researchers can
establish a correlation between stronger security protocols and lower fraud rates,
allowing banks to make data-driven decisions to enhance their security infrastructure
(Johora et al., 2024). Similarly, in a varsity setting, Variance Theory can be used to
assess the effectiveness of an online learning platform in improving student
performance. For instance, a university may investigate how the frequency of
engagement with an e-learning system (independent variable) influences students’
final grades,, which represent the dependent variable (Idkhan & Idris, 2023). If data
analysis reveals a strong positive correlation, administrators can develop policies to
encourage more interactive learning experiences, such as gamification or
personalized learning paths, to enhance student success (Halachev, 2024). Another
example of variance theory in Information Systems can be seen in the healthcare

industry, where hospitals use data analytics to evaluate the efficiency of electronic
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health record (EHR) systems (Forde-Johnston, Butcher & Aveyard, 2023). By
examining the relationship between the adoption rate of EHR systems (independent
variable) and the reduction in medical errors (dependent variable), hospitals can make
informed decisions about investing in better digital infrastructure (Knevel & Liao,
2023). If a study finds that increased EHR usage significantly reduces errors,
healthcare institutions may mandate more comprehensive digital training for medical
staff.

In the retail sector, variance theory can be applied to analyse how customer
engagement with a mobile shopping app affects purchasing behaviour. A business
may assess how the number of personalized recommendations (independent
variable) influences the frequency of completed transactions, which represent the
dependent variable (Mir, 2023). If data suggests that targeted recommendations lead
to higher sales, retailers can optimize their recommendation algorithms to further
enhance user experience and profitability. Overall, variance theory provides a
structured approach to understanding cause-and-effect relationships in Information
Systems, making it a valuable tool for decision-making and strategic improvements in
various domains, including banking and education (Gamil & Abd-Rahman, 2023).
Variance theory focuses on explaining relationships between variables by identifying
causal links. This theory is commonly used in quantitative IS research to test
hypotheses and measure how different factors influence outcomes. It is based on
statistical models and is typically used to examine technological adoption,

organizational change, and system performance (Maier et al., 2023).

2.10.3 Process theory

Process theory in information systems (IS) is a framework that focuses on
understanding how and why changes occur over time within 1S-related contexts
(Recker, 2021). Unlike variance theory, which examines relationships between
independent and dependent variables, process theory seeks to explain the sequences
of events, activities, and interactions that lead to specific outcomes (Pappas &
Woodside, 2021). This approach is particularly useful for studying dynamic and
complex phenomena in information systems, where factors such as organisational
culture, user behaviour, and technological evolution play significant roles. One of the

key strengths of process theory is its ability to capture the unfolding nature of IS
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implementations, transformations, and adaptations (Niederman, 2021). For example,
in the adoption of an enterprise resource planning (ERP) system, process theory
would not just look at whether implementation leads to improved efficiency but would
explore the steps involved in the implementation, the challenges encountered, and the
adjustments made along the way. This allows researchers and practitioners to
understand how different phases of system integration contribute to overall success

or failure.

According to Rainer et al. (2020), process theory is particularly useful in studying
change management in Information Systems (IS), as it provides a lens through which
to examine how organisations evolve in response to technological advancements. For
instance, when a company transitions from traditional retail to e-commerce, process
theory helps analyse how the organization shifts its operations, marketing strategies,
and customer engagement processes over time. This approach enables researchers
to identify critical moments that influence success, such as the introduction of a new
digital payment system or the training of employees to adapt to online customer
service tools (Tam, Loureiro & Oliveira, 2020). Another example of process theory in
the study of online communities, where engagement and participation evolve based
on interactions and trust-building rather than static variables. A process-oriented study
might investigate how online business fosters an active online customer community,
tracking the strategies employed over time, such as initiating discussions, responding
to feedback, and introducing new features to enhance user experience. By focusing
on the sequences of events, process theory provides a deeper understanding of IS
dynamics, making it a valuable approach for studying continuous and evolving

systems.

2.10.4 The online community life cycle model

The Online Community Life Cycle Model (OCLCM) by Iriberri and Leroy (2009) offers
insights into community building, engagement, and sustainability. The OCLCM
comprises four stages: inception, establishment, maturity, and mitosis (Fu & Oh,
2022). Figure 2.1 illustrates the stages of an online community life cycle (Young,
2013). In the inception stage, an online community for a retail store such as Spar might

form around sharing promotions and product information, attracting initial enthusiastic
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customers (Torres, 2022). During the establishment phase, more customers join,

engaging in discussions about shopping experiences and sharing tips.

 No community i 0 ;
« 0 - 50% activity initiated community community
by community * 50 - 90% activity initiated * 90 - 99% activity by the

by the community community

Figure 2.1: Stages of an online community life cycle

As the community reaches maturity, it becomes self-sustaining, with members actively
contributing and supporting each other, creating a vibrant space for exchanging ideas
and feedback (Syerov, Trach, & Fedushko, 2018). Finally, in the mitosis stage, the
community may evolve into specialised subgroups, such as a section for eco-
conscious shoppers discussing sustainable products or local groups focusing on
regional promotions, fostering deeper connections among members (Palmer, 2021).
The model guided the analysis of community dynamics at each development stage,
from inception to maturity, enabling an understanding of how engagement levels
evolve. It assisted in identifying specific challenges retail businesses face in sustaining
member participation and activity during different phases, allowing the researcher to
suggest solutions for each stage (Jiang et al., 2020). Lastly, by applying the OCLCM,
the study evaluated the success factors and management strategies essential for
sustaining vibrant, self-sufficient online communities in the retail sector (Park et al.,
2019).

Online community lifecycle was the chosen framework that was utilised as the guiding

theoretical framework to analyse how retail businesses manage and sustain their
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online communities across different stages of development. By mapping research

questions onto the stages of the life cycle, such as inception, growth, and maturity.

2.11 Conclusion

Chapter 2 has provided a comprehensive overview of the history of retail business
environments leading to the 21st century, highlighting how technological
advancements and digital transformation have reshaped traditional retail operations.
The chapter further examined the impact of COVID-19 in accelerating the adoption of
online communities, as many businesses turned to digital platforms to maintain
customer engagement and continuity during lockdowns. The chapter also discussed
the benefits of online communities for retail businesses, including enhanced customer
loyalty, increased sales, stronger brand advocacy, and improved two-way
communication between businesses and customers. In addition, the chapter reviewed
the theoretical underpinnings on which this study is based. Chapter 4 presents
research methodology, research philosophy, and research approach,, along with
research design, population and sampling of the study,, as well as data collection

methods and data analysis techniques
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

3.1 Introduction

Chapter 3 presents a detailed explanation of the research methodology adopted for
this study. Research methodology comprises the research design, approach, and data
collection methods used to ensure a comprehensive investigation of a study’s
objectives (McNabb, 2016). The ensuing sections contain research methodology,
research philosophy, research approach, research design, population and sampling,
data collection methods, data analysis techniques, ethical considerations, and

conclusion.

3.2 Research methodology

Research methodology plays a crucial role in achieving the study’s objectives by
providing a systematic approach to data collection and analysis (McNabb, 2016). The
study employed the qualitative research method to gain in-depth insights into a
research topic (Thelwall & Nevill, 2021). Thus, the qualitative research method chosen
enabled the researcher to gain in-depth insights into how retail businesses engage
and sustain their online communities. Additionally, the selection of interpretivism as
the underlying research paradigm enables a deeper exploration of the human and
social factors influencing online community engagement (Junjie & Yingxin, 2022). A
well-defined methodology enhances the credibility and relevance of research (Hazari,
2023). Therefore, the qualitative research method chosen ensured that the findings
contribute valuable knowledge and practical strategies for retail businesses looking to

strengthen their online presence.

Figure 3.1 shows an outline of the research methods used in this study. As illustrated
in Figures 3.1 and 3.2, the research methods adopted in this study stem from the
research onion propagated by Saunders et al. (2016). Following the research
proposal, the goals and the purposes of the the objectives of the study were clearly
stated at the outset of the study in Chapter 1. In addition, the significance of the study
was explained in the research proposal and also in Chapter 1. The secondary data in
the form of literature review used to substantiate the study findings was covered in
Chapter 2. In addition, the literature review used to discuss the research methodology

is covered in Chapter 3.
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Figure 3.1: Outline of the research methods used in this study

3.3 Research philosophy

Research philosophy is the set of opinions and assumptions that influence a
researcher's approach to an investigation, guiding their options about research
methods, data analysis, and interpretation (Saunders et al., 2016; MacDonald, 2012;
& Crossman, 2017). Research philosophy concerns expressing one's worldview and
how one deems knowledge is extended and obtained (Saunders et al., 2016;
MacDonald, 2012; & Crossman, 2017). Main philosophies comprise positivism,
interpretivism, realism, and pragmatism, each with different outlooks on the
characteristics of reality and how it can be studied (Saunders et al., 2016; MacDonald,
2012; & Crossman, 2017). Figure 3.2 is the research onion illustrating the distinct
mutually dependent phases of the research process, from selecting a research
philosophy at the periphery to specifying the data collection methods deep inside the
model (Saunders et al., 2016). In sum, five distinct mutually dependent levels of this
model was adopted for this study.
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Figure 3.2: The research onion

This study utilised interpretivism as its underlying philosophical approach.
Interpretivism is centered on understanding human experiences, social interactions,
and the subjective meanings individuals attach to their environments (Scauso, 2020).
Interpretivism focuses on what some people think and do, what kind of problems they
are confronted with, and how they deal with them (Burns et al., 2022). This paradigm
is particularly relevant for studying online communities, as it allows for an in-depth
exploration of how individuals engage with retail businesses, how retail businesses
foster community participation, and the strategies employed to sustain these online
communities. The interpretivist paradigm aligns well with this study’s research
problem, which explores strategies for managing and sustaining online communities
in a retail business environment. Since online community engagement is shaped by
human interactions, digital behaviours, and organizational strategies, a purely
quantitative approach would not fully capture the nuances of these dynamics.
Interpretivism enables the researcher to explore how retail businesses create
meaningful customer relationships, the challenges they face in maintaining online

engagement, and the factors that contribute to long-term community sustainability.
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Through qualitative methods such as interviews and thematic analysis, this study will
provide valuable insights into exploring strategies utilised for managing and sustaining

online communities in a retail business environment.

Interpretivism aligns well with the research problem by integrating the Community Life
Cycle model as a guiding framework. The Community Life Cycle describes the
different stages an online community goes through, from its formation and growth to
maturity and possible decline (Iriberri & Leroy,, 2009; Torres, 2020). Since these
stages are shaped by human interactions, online engagement strategies, and
business decisions, interpretivism provides the flexibility to explore the evolving nature
of online communities within a retail business context. This paradigm enables a deeper
understanding of the factors that influence community sustainability, including how
retail businesses foster engagement, respond to challenges, and adapt their strategies
to maintain long-term community success. Interpretivism supports the exploration of
how and why certain strategies work within specific contexts rather than relying on
rigid, universally applicable models (Scauso, 2020). Since the Community Life Cycle
is dynamic and influenced by external factors such as consumer behaviour,
technological advancements, and market trends, an interpretivist approach allows for
an in-depth examination of these influences. Qualitative methods,, such interviews will
provide rich insights into how businesses navigate different life cycle stages, adapt
their engagement strategies, and sustain their communities over time. By focusing on
real-world experiences and subjective perspectives, this study will contribute valuable
knowledge on the practical application of the Community Life Cycle model in managing
and sustaining online communities in a retail business environment as part of the

interpretivist approach.

3.4 Research approach

This study started with a clear study goal and intentions that provided the basis for
creating new perceptions that arose from the data analysis. The inductive research
approach was applied to describe important ideas and themes that appeared from the
interview data. The goal of an inductive approach was to make sense of unstructured
information, as illustrated in Figure 3.3. As explained by Thomas (2006), the inductive
approach enables research outcomes to arise from meaningful themes in the raw data.

Federay and Muir-Cochrone (2006) clarified that thematic analysis is a procedure
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applied to recognise themes or most important beliefs in unstructured qualitative
information whilst utilising the inductive research approach.

Consequently, in accordance with Thomas (2006); and Federay and Muir-Cochrone
(2006), the researcher proposed to apply the inductive research approach as an
information reduction procedure by applying a number of measures and making sense
of unstructured information through the formation of themes and classes. Moreover,
the induction research approach supports the descriptive research design that is

reviewed in the next section.

Theory
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Identified
patterns
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Specific General

Searching for patterns

focus focus

Figure 3.3: A representative flow of inductive approach

3.5 Research design

Adams, Khan, and Raeside (2014) explained that research design is the plan for
achieving research goals and answering research questions and also making sure
that the data collected is suitable for resolving a challenge. Research design is the
blueprint that allows a researcher to conduct the study in a proper, useful, and
successful manner (Adams Khan, & Raeside, 2014). Research designs that can be
used for addressing research objectives include exploratory, explanatory, and
descriptive research designs (Saunders et al., 2016). The descriptive research design
permits a researcher to gather data without modifying or influencing the ecosystem
(Saunders et al., 2016). Consequently, descriptive research design could bring out
perceptions on strategies utilised for managing and sustaining online communities in
a retail business environment. The descriptive research design allowed the researcher

to gather useful information and successfully run the study and explain the findings.
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The interpretivist approach, inductive reasoning, and qualitative methodology support
this choice, ensuring a rich contextual analysis. Since online community engagement
is shaped by human interactions, business strategies, and digital behaviours,
qualitative research allows for a deeper understanding of these complex and context-
specific dynamics. Through methods such as interviews, rich descriptive data was
collected from key stakeholders such as marketing managers and community
engagement specialists who provided firsthand insights into effective practices and
challenges. Unlike quantitative methods that focus on numerical data, qualitative
research captures the subjective experiences and strategic decision-making

processes that contribute to the sustainability of online communities (Ghanad, 2023).

3.6 Population and sampling

A population is a collection of individuals who have a common set of traits (Weiers,
2011). A population is a distinct group of identifiable items, such as humans and
animals, for the purpose of the study and data collection (Creswell, 2014). Further, a
population is a collection of individuals or items that have at least one general trait
(Saunders et al., 2016). A population is a cluster of citizens or objects that have similar
attributes (Zikmund, 2010). A sample is a subset of the entire population and it is

representative of the population under study (Saunders et al., 2016).

3.6.1 Target population

The target population is the accessible population comprising the identifiable group of
persons, items, or happenings that a study aims to analyse (Creswell, 2014). Similar
to an entire population, this group is described by common characteristics or measures
appropriate to the research objectives, and the outcomes are intended to be
generalised to this entire group (Zikmund, 2010). The target population of the study
comprised managers, social media account managers and administrators who
oversee the operations and management of online communities. The study intended
to use a small sample size appropriate for a qualitative study because it allows for in-
depth exploration of complex issues to achieve saturation of information.

The possible units of the study were three retail business sites in South Africa namely:
Checkers, Mr Price, and Woolworths, selected because they use online communities
extensively. These retail business organisations recognise the importance of online

communities in fostering customer loyalty and enhancing the overall shopping
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experience therefore, they should have strategies for managing the communities.
Furthermore, all three selected retail business organisations are large, well-known
brands with significant market presence and influence in the retail industry, each with

a large customer base and well-established online communities on Facebook.

3.6.2 Sampling technique

A non-probability sampling method was used in this study. According to Lund (2012),
non-probability sampling consists of quota sampling, purposive sampling,
convenience sampling, snowball sampling and self-selection sampling. The
researcher used purposive judgemental sampling. The primary aim of the purposive
judgemental sampling was to focus on a particular characteristic of a population that
was of interest, which would best address the research questions (Palinkas, 2015).
Purposive judgemental sampling allows researchers to intentionally choose
individuals or organisations with specific knowledge, experiences, or insights related
to the study’s focus (Campbell et al., 2020). In this case, researcher gathered data
from key stakeholders such as retail business managers, social media account
managers and administrators who actively participate in or manage online
communities. This approach ensured that the collected data was rich, meaningful, and
directly relevant to understanding the challenges and best practices in sustaining
online communities. By utilising qualitative methods such as interviews, purposive
sampling facilitated in-depth exploration of real-world experiences, leading to valuable

insights that contributed to the study’s objectives.

3.6.3 Sample size

In contrast to quantitative research that aims to quantify the number of ideas,
qualitative research intends to uncover a range of ideas and a variety of opinions so
as to obtain useful evidence (Saunders et al., 2016; MacDonald, 2012; & Crossman,
2017). Therefore, the number of participants needed depends on the number required
to really answer to the research questions (Patel, 2015). Based on this fact, the
researcher employed the concept of saturation (Galser & Strauss, 1967), to determine
how many participants were required. To reach saturation, the researcher interviewed
the participants up to the point where the next interviewee almost repeated the same

information already collected from the last participant. As explained by Galser and
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Strauss (1967), the notion of saturation ought to be used to reach a useful sample size
in any qualitative research. Saturation happens when no further understanding is
obtained from additional conversations. An experimental study has recommended that
descriptive saturation happens following 12 to 15 conversations of an identical group
questioned on a particular subject (Latham, 2014). To attain descriptive saturation, the
researcher interviewed up to 12 research participants and only 9 were recorded, when

no further understanding was obtained from additional conversations.

3.7 Data collection methods

Primary data collection was done by means of Google Meet interviews. The aim of an
interview is to probe into a person's beliefs, encounters, and opinions on a particular
issue (Saunders et al., 2016; MacDonald, 2012; & Crossman, 2017). Interviews are
thought to offer a better insight into experiences compared to quantitative information
gathering through structured questionnaires. Interview communication permits the
interviewer to explore responses resulting in more intricate and helpful answers
compared to a structured questionnaire where the respondent can take a neutral
stance (Saunders et al., 2016; MacDonald, 2012; & Crossman, 2017). The collection
of data through the Google Meet interviews was undertaken in a thorough and
respectable manner, and the interviews were directly administered by the researcher.

To achieve this, the following steps were followed:

1) The researcher identified obvious staff members responsible for online
marketing.

2) Then the researcher sent messages to these potential research participants
asking them to be part of the study. A clearly worded statement of confidentiality
(Appendix) was added to each message describing the aim of the study and
guaranteeing the privacy of the research participants.

3) After an acceptance message was received from any potential research
participant, a Google Meet interview was then arranged. The online discussions
were normally held at the participant’'s convenience, and all discussions were
finalised in one session.

4) The researcher oversaw 12 interviews and recorded them electronically.

3.8 Data analysis techniques

55



Qualitative data analysis involves recognising themes, issues, patterns and
relationships (Saunders et al., 2016; MacDonald, 2012; & Crossman, 2017). This
study used thematic data analysis to explore and report themes in the interview data
that was collected (Federay & Muir-Cochrone, 2006). This entailed transcribing the
recorded information into word document interview transcripts and using a qualitative
data analysis programme such as the NVivo programme (NVivo, 2025). As explained
by Braun and Clarke (2006), such results need to be interpreted in a detailed report of
the study outcomes. To realise this, the following steps were followed:

The researcher used the in-built transcriber on Google Meet to transcribe the
interviews into Word document interview transcripts.

The researcher then read through all the interview transcripts broadly and began to
recognise valuable themes relating to the concepts. Then the researcher uploaded all
the interview transcripts into the NVivo programme (NVivo, 2025).

Next, applying thematic data analysis, the researcher could discover themes that
arose naturally through the interviews.

Then the researcher utilised the NVivo programme (NVivo, 2025) to code the interview
data into the recognisable themes. The nodes are bins where associated data are put
together in the NVivo programme to enable the exploration of ideas and concepts in
the data (NVivo, 2025).

This process resulted in emergent themes that provided more insights into the

analysis.

3.9 The principles of trustworthiness

The principles of trustworthiness in qualitative research refer to credibility,
dependability, confirmability, and transferability of the findings (Yilmaz, 2013).
Credibility refers to whether the study findings are accurate not only from the viewpoint
of the researcher but also from that of the participants and the readers of the study,
while dependability refers to whether the process of the study is consistent over time
and across different researchers, methods, and projects (Yilmaz, 2013). Furthermore,
confirmability refers to whether the findings are based on the analysis of the collected
data, and when examined through an auditing process, the auditor confirms that the
study findings are rooted in the data and inferences based on the data are logical and

have clarity, high utility, or explanatory power (Yilmaz, 2013). In addition, transferability
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refers to whether the findings of a qualitative study are transferable to other similar
settings (Yilmaz, 2013).

Credibility of the study was achieved by ensuring that the data collected and data
analysis results were accurate by inviting individuals who interact with online
communities daily, comprehensive, and respected the configuration and temporal
arrangement of elements in the local context. In addition, research participants’ quotes
were linked to the relevant literature and theory, and the findings were internally
coherent. In addition, the conclusions were considered to be accurate based on the
contributions of the study participants.

Dependability of the study was achieved by ensuring that the research questions were
clearly defined and aligned with participants’ daily tasks, and the features of the study
design were in congruence with the research questions. In addition, the basic
paradigms and analytic constructs were clearly specified. Furthermore, the

researcher’s role and status within the research process were explicitly described.

3.10 Ethical Considerations

As explained by Walton (2015), research ethics is unambiguously dependent on the
ethical concerns that are exhibited when individuals are engaged as participants in the
study. There are three goals to research ethics as established by the Belmont Report:
1) Respect for persons, 2) Beneficence, and 3) Justice (Walton, 2015).

In all situations, the researcher ought to think about the ethical consequences and the
emotional concerns of their study on all the participants. Consequently, it is vital that
researchers place themselves in the position of the participant and check for imminent
dangers to the participant’'s emotional health, ideals, and decorum (Saunders et al.,
2016). To this end, the researcher did not suppress information and/or misinform
participants by any means. The researcher also advised all the participants on the
goals of the research and granted them the opportunity to withdraw their responses if
or when deemed necessary. As explained by Smith (2003), safeguarding individual
rights to privacy is an inalienable facet of every research project. This is especially
crucial today, given the fast communication media such as the internet. To attain this,
the researcher informed the participants on how their information would be utilised

before receiving their permission for the interview.

3.11 Conclusion
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Chapter 3 has discussed the research methodology that was used to conduct this
study. The target population and sampling, data collection methods were discussed.
The appropriate sample size for this study has been determined using judgmental
purposive sampling to ensure a comprehensive yet manageable scope, considering
both the research objectives and available resources. Data Analysis was carried out
with the help of the NVivo programme to manage the data more efficiently. The ethical
considerations of the researcher were also discussed. Chapter 4 presents the data

analysis results of the study.
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CHAPTER 4: PRESENTATION OF THE RESULTS

4.1 Introduction

Chapter 4 presents the key findings that emerged from the data collected during the
study, with a focus on understanding the strategies, challenges, and practices involved
in managing and sustaining online communities in a retail business context. The
results are presented relating to the research questions that were stated at the start of
the study and are organised into distinct themes, each of which is followed by a
detailed analysis and interpretation by the researcher. Data from interviews were
analysed using the NVivo qualitative data analysis programme (NVivo, 2025), which
facilitated the identification and coding of recurring themes. To visually represent these
findings, diagrams generated from the NVivo programme have been included

throughout this chapter. The following were the research questions of the study:

a. What are the benefits of utilising online communities for retail businesses in South
Africa?

b. What emerging challenges have retail businesses faced when managing online
communities?

c. What are the underlying causes of the challenges faced by retail businesses in
managing online communities?

d. What strategies do retail businesses use to address challenges associated with
online communities?

e. How can existing strategies be improved to enhance the management of online

communities in retail businesses?

The ensuing sections present the demographic information and interpret the results of

the study.

4.2 Demographic information

To contextualise the findings presented in this chapter, it is important to first outline
the demographic and professional characteristics of the study participants. Table 4.1,
therefore, presents the profile of the 9 participants who took part in the interviews,
detailing variables such as gender, age group, job title, and years of experience in
managing or engaging with online communities. Presenting this information serves

two main purposes. Firstly, it provides transparency regarding the composition of the
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sample, which is a key requirement in qualitative research to allow readers to judge
the credibility and transferability of the findings. Secondly, the characteristics of the
participants may shape their perspectives; for example, more experienced
practitioners might emphasise long-term sustainability strategies, while newer entrants
may focus on immediate operational challenges. Therefore, understanding the
background of participants is essential in appreciating the nuances of the themes and

sub-themes that emerged from the data analysis.

Table 4.1: Profile of Participants

Participant Gender Educational Experience | Specialisation
Qualification in years

Participant 1 Female Diploma in Media 10 Digital marketing
Studies and
Communication

Participant 2 Female Diploma in Marketing, 5 Digital marketing
Digital Marketing

Participant 3 Female Bachelor of Arts - BA, 8 Brand Manager,
Strategic Brand Marketing and Social
Communications Media Manager

Participant 4 Male Diploma in Arts and 7 Social media specialist
Diploma in Social Media

Participant 5 Male Honours in Media 12 Social media and
Studies marketing

Participant 6 Female Diploma in Arts and 4 Campaign analyst and
Diploma in Social Media marketing

Participant 7 Female Diploma in Marketing, 6 Social media specialist
Digital Marketing

Participant 8 Male Diploma in Arts 5 Social Media

Administrator

Participant 9 Female Diploma in Media 10 Digital marketing
Studies and
Communication

The study comprised nine participants, of whom six were females and three were
males. Their educational qualifications ranged from Diplomas to an Honours degree

in disciplines such as Media Studies, Marketing, Arts, and Communication. The
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participants had between four and twelve years of work experience, with an average
of about seven years. Most participants specialised in digital marketing, social media
management, brand communication, and campaign analysis. Notably, digital
marketing emerged as the most common area of specialisation among those with
marketing-related qualifications. Participants with media and communication
backgrounds primarily focused on social media and marketing roles. The participant
with an Honours degree had the longest professional experience of twelve years and
specialised in both social media and marketing. Overall, the participants demonstrated
diverse yet complementary expertise in marketing, communication, and social media,
with a predominance of female professionals and moderate to extensive work

experience.

4.3 Summary of the findings

In order to provide a coherent link between the study’s objectives and the findings that
emerged from the data analysis, it is essential to map the research questions to the
themes and sub-themes that were generated during the coding process. Table 4.2,
therefore, presents the alignment of each research question with the overarching
themes and their respective sub-themes. This mapping is useful for two key reasons.
Firstly, it demonstrates the transparency and rigour of the analytical process by
showing how each research question was systematically addressed through the
thematic analysis. Secondly, it allows readers to clearly trace how participant
narratives were organised into themes that respond directly to the study’s research
questions. This enhances both the clarity and credibility of the findings, while also
illustrating the logical flow from data collection, through analysis, to interpretation. In
doing so, Table 4.2 serves as a roadmap that guides the reader through the remainder

of the findings chapter.

Table 4.2: Research questions mapped to themes and sub-themes

Research Questions Themes Subthemes

1) What are the benefits of | 1. Benefits of engaging with | 1.1. Customer referrals.

utilising online communities for | online communities in retail ™12 "Enhanced Brand visibility.

retail businesses in South | businesses.

1.3. Valuable feedback from the community.

Africa?
1.4. Increased sales.

2. Specific examples of how | 2.1. Recommendation of products.

online communities contributed | 2.2. Improved sales.
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Research Questions Themes Subthemes
to the business's growth and | 2.3. Increase in sales via Facebook
success engagement
2) What challenges do retail | 3. Most challenges retail | 3.1. Spams, harassment, and trolls.
businesses face when | businesses encounter when

managing online communities?

managing online communities

3.2. Losing valuable members.

3.3. Limited digital literacy from customers can

hinder engagement.

4. The
obstacles encountered while

most  significant

managing community platforms

4.1. Trolls and spam posts have been difficult to

control.

4.2. Misinformation about products

4.3. Timely responses due to communication

delays.

4 4. Difficulties in managing heated debates

with our customers.

3) What are the underlying
causes of the challenges faced
by retail businesses in

managing online communities?

5. Key factors contributing to
the challenges of managing

online communities.

5.1. Using different platforms

5.2. Unreliable communication

5.3. Underestimating the need for digital

communication management

5.4. Rapid pace of social media

6. Strategies retail business
utilizes to manage challenges

faced in online communities

6.1. Great interactions with fast responses

6.2. Clear community policy.

6.3. Utilising moderation tools

6.4. Community guidelines with rules against

harassment and hate speech.

4) What strategies do retail
businesses use to address
challenges associated with

online communities?

7. The effectiveness of
strategies for  overcoming
challenges faced when

managing online communities.

7.1. Tools still have some pending issues.

7.2.

moderation.

Strategies worked well, especially

7.3. Customer queries are solved faster.

5) How can existing strategies
be improved to enhance the
management of online
communities in retail

businesses?

8. What improvements can be

made to enhance the
management of online
communities in retail
businesses

8.1.

guidelines.

It is necessary to update community

8.2. Tools such as Sprout must be improved to

be more reliable

8.3. Advanced Al moderation tools needed

8.4. Staff capacity

9. Strategies used to retain
existing online members and
attract new ones to grow the

community.

9.1. Paid Ads for Tech-Savvy audiences

9.2. Vouchers for members.

9.3. Quick response times (1-2 hours)

9.4. Competitions for retention.
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The following subsections present and interpret the results with respect to the research
questions. To accomplish this, the findings are grouped into themes emanating from
the data analysis, and these outcomes are supported by exact quotations from the

research participants.

4.4 Presentation and interpretation of the results

4.4.1 What are the benefits of utilising online communities for retail businesses
in South Africa?

As illustrated in Table 4.2, two themes are related to the first research question stated
above: 1) Benefits of engaging with online communities in retail businesses, and 2)
Specific examples of how online communities contributed to businesses' growth and

Success.

4411 Theme 1: Benefits of engaging with online communities in retail
businesses
Theme 1, which focuses on the benefits of engaging with online communities, is
supported by four subthemes. The first subtheme, Customer referrals, shows how
loyal community members often recommend products to friends and family, thereby
expanding the customer base at minimal cost. The second subtheme, Enhanced
brand visibility, highlights the role of community engagement in increasing awareness
and recognition of retail brands, while also fostering stronger customer loyalty. The
third subtheme, Valuable feedback from community members, captures how
businesses gain real-time insights into customer needs, preferences, and service
challenges, enabling timely improvements and innovation. The fourth subtheme,
Increased sales, demonstrates how trust, credibility, and authentic peer
recommendations within online communities contribute directly to higher sales and
sustained business growth. Figure 4.1 presents a diagram of theme 1 and subthemes,
together, these subthemes illustrate the multifaceted advantages that online

communities offer retail businesses.
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Figure 4.1: Diagram of theme 1 and sub-themes

Customer referrals

The findings show that one of the benefits was the increase in customer referrals
generated through online community engagement. For example, participants
explained that loyal customers often refer friends and family members, contributing to
customer base expansion without incurring substantial marketing costs (e.g.,
participants 1 & 4). Participant four’s response reinforces this point; the participant has
seven years of experience working as a social media manager. The participant stated
that

“Most of our new customers actually come through word of mouth in the online
community. When someone posts a positive experience with our products, their friends
usually comment or ask questions, and often those friends end up buying as well. The
referrals happen naturally because people trust recommendations from other

community members.” (Participant 1)

“When community members refer a certain product to other members, it creates a chain
reaction. Some other members often end up buying, and that increases our sales.”

(Participant 4)
The extract attests that the role of online communities in enabling network-based
customer acquisition, where trust and satisfaction serve as key motivators for
advocacy and referral. This can be supported by participant one, who has 10 years of

experience in digital marketing.
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Enhanced brand visibility
A recurring point among participants was that their engagement in online communities
significantly enhanced brand visibility and led to improved sales. One participant with

a Diploma in Media Studies and Communications stated that

“The brand gains visibility and sales improve through customer recommendations.”

(Participant 1)

“Helped us to build brand loyalty.” (Participant 7)

This aligns with the idea that online communities act as a marketing channel where
satisfied customers promote products or services through word-of-mouth. Such
organic promotion often carries greater credibility and reach compared to conventional
advertising. These customer-driven recommendations increase the likelihood of brand
discovery among potential consumers and support sustainable sales growth.
Engagement in online communities was further linked to improved customer retention.
Participants noted that sustained interactions with community members helped
maintain interest and foster repeat purchases. One respondent with six years of
experience in a social media management position indicated that their community
efforts suggested that consistent communication and value-driven engagement build
emotional ties between customers and brands. These emotional ties translate into
longer-term customer relationships and loyalty, contributing to the business’s overall

customer retention strategy.

Valuable feedback from online community members

Participants highlighted the importance of feedback gained through online community
engagement. Real-time feedback provided valuable insights into customer
preferences, product performance, and service satisfaction. This allowed retail
businesses to make timely improvements and tailor their offerings. This can be
supported by participant two, with a Diploma in Marketing, who has five years of
experience in Digital marketing. The participant said

“Receiving feedback from online members has been very important for us. Customers
are quick to share what they like about our products and also where they think we can
improve. For example, some members pointed out delivery delays, which helped us
look into our logistics and make changes. Others have suggested new features they
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would like to see, and that has given us ideas for future product development. The
feedback is immediate and very honest, so it really helps us stay connected to what our

customers need.” (Participant 2)

“The feedback we get from our community members is really valuable. For example,
when a product doesn’t meet expectations, they let us know immediately, and we can

fix the problem before it spreads.” (Participant 5)

The real-time feedback enables the retail businesses to remain responsive to
customer needs and to improve overall service delivery. This can be supported by

participant five, with twelve years of experience in marketing.

Increased sales

Participant eight, with five years of experience in social media, added that praising the
power of engaging with the online community led to an increase in sales. This form of
engagement not only strengthens customer relationships but also builds trust and

loyalty.

“Since we started engaging more actively with our online community, we’'ve noticed a
steady increase in sales. People are not only more aware of our products, but they're
also more confident to purchase after seeing real user experiences shared on the

platform.” (Participant 8)

“‘Being active in the community has boosted our sales significantly. Customers trust
feedback from other members, and that word-of-mouth online quickly turns into actual

purchases.” (Participant 3)

Importantly, the benefits align with the primary objectives of retail businesses,
particularly the goal of increasing sales year after year, as customer satisfaction and
continuous improvement contribute directly to sustained revenue growth. This can be
supported by participant three with a Bachelor of Arts and eight years of experience

as a brand manager.

Summary of Theme 1

The findings suggest that online communities play a strategic role in enhancing
business performance through multiple interrelated outcomes. Firstly, peer-to-peer
recommendations within the online communities act as a powerful driver of customer
referrals, with trust in shared experiences proving more persuasive than traditional

advertising. This dynamic not only supports customer acquisition but also contributes
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to increased sales, as engagement within the community builds consumer confidence
in purchasing decisions. In addition, the visibility of brands is strengthened by ongoing
mentions, tags, and discussions, which position the brand prominently in digital spaces
and extend its recognition beyond direct marketing efforts. Equally important,
businesses benefit from valuable feedback provided by community members, who
highlight strengths, pinpoint service gaps, and suggest improvements, effectively
becoming co-creators of value. Collectively, these insights demonstrate that online
communities are not only platforms for customer interaction but also vital mechanisms
for growth, brand development, and operational learning in the retail business
environment. The ability to connect directly with customers allows businesses to build
trust, strengthen loyalty, and gain real-time insights into customer experiences and
expectations. Figure 4.1 illustrates the hierarchy chart showing codes that contributed
to the development of the theme: Benefits of engaging with online communities in retail

businesses.

4.4.1.2 Theme 2: Specific examples of how online communities contributed to a
business's growth and success
Figure 4.2 illustrates the diagram of theme 2. This theme explores how active
engagement with online communities, particularly through social media platforms such
as Facebook, has contributed to increased sales in retail businesses. Participants
consistently highlighted that maintaining meaningful interactions with customers online
resulted in greater visibility, stronger brand loyalty, and measurable sales growth. The
findings suggest that social media engagement not only enhances communication with
customers but also serves as a strategic marketing tool that directly influences

purchasing decisions and business performance.
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Figure 4.2: Diagram of theme 2 and sub-themes

Increased sales

Most respondents reported that their retail businesses experienced a percentage
increase in sales as a result of community engagement. Participant nine, who has a
Diploma in Media Studies and Communication with ten years of experience in digital

marketing, stated that

“Since we became more active in engaging with our online community, we’ve seen a
clear increase in sales.” (Participant 9)

“During the COVID-19 lockdown, we relied heavily on Facebook to engage with our
customers. The platform really helped us to keep in touch with them and promote our
products. As a result, our sales actually increased by about 25% during that period.
Without Facebook, it would have been very difficult to reach our customers and achieve

that kind of growth.” (Participant 7)

The consistent growth across different participants reflects the strategic importance of
social media platforms in retail environments. The data points suggest that regular
interaction with community members, combined with targeted content and product
promotions, can yield tangible sales benefits for businesses operating in a digital
economy. This can be supported by participant seven, who has six years of experience
as a social media specialist.

Increase in sales via Facebook engagement

The results showed that sales increased directly as a result of engaging with the online
community. Participants acknowledged that online platforms, especially Facebook,
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served as an effective marketing and communication tool. Participant four, with ten

years of experience in social media, mentioned that

"Facebook helped us to increase sales during lockdown by 40%" (Participant 4)

“We noticed a significant increase in our sales after we started engaging more actively
on Facebook. By posting regular updates, running promotions, and responding to
customer inquiries quickly, our customer base grew, and many people became repeat

buyers.” (Participant 8)

Participant four highlights the platform's role during critical periods when traditional in-
store operations were limited. This increase suggests that online communities not only
facilitated product exposure but also served as a critical channel for business
continuity during times of crisis. This can be supported by participant 8, who has five

years of experience in social media.

Recommendation of products

The results show that product recommendations made by members of the online
community have a significant impact on what customers decide to buy. Participants
emphasized that others are inspired to test the goods themselves when community

members share their own experiences.

"A lot of customers recommend our products to others in the community"

(Participant 2)

“We noticed a significant increase in our sales after we started engaging more actively
on Facebook. By posting regular updates, running promotions, and responding to

customer inquiries quickly, our customer base grew.” (Participant 6)

Participant two with five years of experience remarked. For instance, members
typically ask questions when someone posts about using a product, and the user
ultimately ends up promoting it. This implies that peer-driven recommendations serve
as a powerful, unofficial marketing technique that builds trust and boosts sales. This
can be supported by participant six, who has a Diploma in Arts with four years of
experience in campaign analysis and digital marketing.
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Summary of Theme 2

The above findings indicate that online communities are not merely spaces for casual
interaction but are powerful tools for driving retail business growth. The act of
recommending products within these spaces creates a ripple effect that boosts brand
awareness and encourages purchasing behaviour through social influence. The data
underscores the role of digital platforms such as Facebook in sustaining and even
enhancing sales performance during external disruptions like lockdown. These
insights align with literature on social commerce and digital marketing, which
emphasizes the growing reliance on community-based strategies for customer
retention and acquisition. As presented in Figure 4.2, the hierarchy chart displays the
codes that contributed to the development of the theme: Specific examples of how

online communities contributed to business growth and success.

4.4.2 What challenges do retail businesses face when managing online
communities?

Similarly, as exhibited in Table 4.2, two themes are connected to the second research
question stated above: 1) Most challenges retail businesses encounter when
managing online communities, and 2) The most significant obstacles encountered

while managing community platforms.

4.4.2.1 Theme 3: Most challenges a business encounters when managing online
communities
Figure 4.3 represents diagram of theme 3. This theme explores the common difficulties
faced by retail businesses in sustaining productive and positive online communities.
Although online engagement offers numerous benefits, participants reported several
persistent challenges that hinder effective community management. These include
dealing with disruptive behaviours such as spam, harassment, and trolling; addressing
limited digital literacy among customers; and retaining valuable members who
contribute meaningfully to discussions. The findings suggest that while online
communities play a crucial role in driving customer interaction and sales, their
management requires continuous effort to ensure safety, inclusivity, and sustained

participation.
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Figure 4.3: Diagram of theme 3 and sub-themes

Spams, harassment, and trolls

Participants highlighted disruptive behaviours such as spam, harassment, and trolling
as ongoing threats to productive community engagement. These behaviours not only
distract from constructive discussions but also create a hostile environment that drives
away legitimate users. This can be supported by participant one and three, who has

ten years of experience in managing social media platforms.

“One of the biggest challenges we face in managing the online community is dealing
with spam, harassment, and trolls. Sometimes people post irrelevant advertisements or

offensive comments that disrupt meaningful discussions.” (Participant 1)

“We encounter trolls who deliberately provoke arguments, which makes genuine
members uncomfortable and less willing to engage.” (Participant 3)

Limited digital literacy from customers

A recurring challenge identified was the limited digital literacy among online community
members, which negatively impacts engagement within the community. Participants
noted that some users struggled with navigating platforms, understanding community

guidelines, and utilizing features effectively.
“Many of our customers were not comfortable using digital platforms, and this made
online sales more difficult for us.” (Participant 9)
“The participant stated that “Not all of our customers are digitally literate. Some struggle

to navigate the online platforms, and this makes it difficult for them to fully engage in the
community.” (Participant 2)
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Participant nine, who has ten years of experience working as a social media manager,
also supported this point. This often led to low participation rates, user frustration, and
incorrect usage of the platform. The interpretation suggests that digital literacy is a
foundational requirement for meaningful interaction. When online community
members lack basic digital skills, retail businesses may need to offer support and
simplified interfaces to bridge the gap and encourage participation. This can be

supported by participant two, who has a Diploma in Marketing.

Losing valuable members

According to the study, retail businesses face a major difficulty when valuable
members of the online community leave since they frequently leave behind active
contributors who encourage participation and offer insightful commentary. These
participants are crucial for maintaining conversations as well as influencing decisions
on what to buy, among other things. This can be supported by participant seven, with
six years of experience in social media and participant six with a Diploma in Arts

confirmed.

"We occasionally lose valuable members who used to post regularly and recommend
products" (Participant 7)

“When active members depart, it feels like we’re losing not just numbers but also the
knowledge and the sense of belonging they brought. It makes sustaining engagement
much harder because those members often played a key role in keeping the community

alive.” (Participant 6)

This implies that keeping active members is crucial to preserving the online
community's vitality and efficacy because their departure might have a detrimental

impact on engagement, client recommendations, and eventually revenues.

Summary of Theme 3

The findings reveal that while online communities offer significant value to retail
businesses, they are also challenged by spam, harassment, and trolls, which
undermine trust and discourage participation. Limited digital literacy among some
customers further restricts engagement, as these individuals struggle to navigate
platforms and contribute effectively. In addition, keeping conversations on topic
remains a concern, as off-topic discussions dilute the purpose of the community and
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make it difficult to extract useful insights. The loss of valuable members who drive
discussions, share recommendations, and influence purchasing decisions also
reduces vibrancy and weakens overall engagement. Taken together, these challenges
highlight the need for proactive management strategies that promote safety,
inclusivity, relevance, and member retention. By addressing these barriers, retail
businesses can protect their brand image, sustain community participation, and
ensure that online communities continue to generate meaningful feedback, trust, and
sales growth. To illustrate this further, Figure 4.3 presents a hierarchy chart showing
the codes that contributed to the development of the theme: “Most challenges

businesses encounter when managing online communities.”

4.4.2.2 Theme 4: The most significant obstacles encountered while managing
community platforms

The outcomes associated with this theme are illustrated in Figure 4.4. According to

the results of the study, the most significant obstacles encountered while managing

community platforms include getting timely responses due to communication delays,

difficulties in managing heated debates with our customers, misinformation about

products, and trolls and spam posts have been difficult to control.

Getting timely
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communication

delays
Trolls and spam
rraslmEEEmy THE MOST SIGNIFICANT o
I DBSTACLES ENCOUNTERED IS0
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COMMUNITY PLATFORMS ehates with our
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Misinformation
about products

Figure 4. 4: Diagram of theme 4 and sub-themes
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Getting timely responses due to communication delays

Another issue highlighted was communication delays, both internally and externally.
Some participants noted that obtaining the correct information or approval from
relevant departments took time, which delayed responses to community members. As
a result, users grew frustrated with the lack of timely engagement, especially in urgent
or sensitive matters. Communication delays can severely hinder customer satisfaction
and may create the perception that the business is unresponsive. This can be
supported by participant 3, who has eight years of working experience as a brand
manager, and supported participant one, with ten years of experience in digital

marketing. The participants stated that.

“Sometimes communication in the online community is not immediate. For example, a
customer can post a question or a comment, but it doesn’t always appear at the same

time due to the system or platform delays.” (Participant 3)

“The technology tools we use are very useful, but they are not always perfect, and that
can slow down the flow of communication.” (Participant 1)

This finding indicates a need for streamlined internal communication channels and
clear escalation procedures. Timely responses are crucial in maintaining active and

supportive online communities.

Difficulties in managing heated debates with our customers

Disagreements between online community members and the retail businesses were
identified as a significant challenge. Participants explained that public disputes,
especially when not resolved quickly, often escalate and influence other online
community members. Sometimes, customers aired grievances aggressively, putting
pressure on retail businesses to respond diplomatically in public view. Participant
seven, with a Diploma in Marketing, confirmed, while participant two, who specialises

in digital marketing, disagrees.
“Sometimes discussions around products get too emotional, and members start arguing
instead of sharing constructive feedback.” (Participant 7)

“It becomes difficult for us to step in without making customers feel silenced, but at the
same time, we need to keep the environment respectful and professional.”

(Participant 2)
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This finding underscores the delicate balance community managers must maintain
between professionalism and conflict resolution. Retail businesses must train their
teams in empathetic communication and conflict management. Prompt and respectful
handling of disagreements can prevent further escalation and demonstrate the brand’s

commitment to customer care.

Misinformation about products

Participants reported incidents of misinformation being shared about their products or
services. These often involved users spreading incorrect details about product quality,
pricing, or availability, which in turn misled other community members. For example,

one participant with a Diploma in Marketing mentioned

“Sometimes customers post incorrect details about our items, which makes others
hesitant to buy.” (Participant 7)

While another male participant with twelve years of experience in social media stated
that

“We have to constantly clarify product specs because people share outdated or wrong
information.” (Participant 5)

Some misinformation appeared to be unintentional, while others seemed to stem from
dissatisfaction or misunderstanding. The spread of misinformation threatens brand
reputation and customer trust. This finding points to the importance of timely fact-
checking and active intervention by community managers. Addressing misinformation
quickly and transparently is vital for preserving the integrity of the online space and
ensuring customers make informed decisions. Participants reported receiving
complaints and legal threats from community members, especially in cases where
customers felt misled, ignored, or mistreated. While some threats were not serious,

others required formal responses and legal consultation.
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Trolls and spam posts have been difficult to control
The most common issues raised by participants were the persistence of trolls and
spam posts across online platforms. One participant with 10 years in digital marketing

noted,

“We spend a lot of time deleting spam and dealing with trolls, which takes away from
focusing on actual customer queries.” (Participant 1)

This can be supported by participant nine, with ten years of experience in digital

marketing, the participant stated that

“Even though we have moderators in place, it's really difficult to keep track of every
single behaviour in the community.” (Participant 9)

This suggests that while online communities offer opportunities for engagement, the
prevalence of unwanted content requires dedicated moderation strategies to maintain
a productive environment. These unwanted interactions included irrelevant
advertisements, offensive language, and deliberate attempts to disrupt constructive
engagement within the online community. Despite moderation efforts, participants
noted that such behaviours are difficult to monitor continuously, especially on large or

multi-platform communities.

Summary of Theme 4

The findings indicate that managing online communities in retail settings presents
multiple communication and moderation challenges. Delays in obtaining timely
responses hinder swift decision-making and may frustrate members seeking support,
while heated debates and disagreements with customers require careful handling to
maintain a positive community atmosphere. The spread of misinformation about
products further complicates community management, as it can negatively influence
customer perceptions and trust. Additionally, the presence of trolls and spam posts
diverts resources from meaningful engagement and threatens the overall quality of
interactions. Collectively, these challenges highlight the need for structured
moderation strategies, clear communication channels, and proactive content
monitoring to ensure that online communities remain effective tools for enhancing

customer relationships and supporting business objectives. Establishing a protocol for
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dealing with complaints and threats can help businesses respond appropriately and
reduce liability, as illustrated in Figure 4.4, which presents a hierarchy chart showing
the codes that contributed to the development of the theme: The most significant

obstacles encountered while managing community platforms.

What are the underlying causes of the challenges faced by retail businesses in
managing online communities?
Also, as shown in Figure 4.5, the diagram of theme 5 and subthemes illustrates how

key factors contribute to challenges of managing online communities.

4.4.3.1 Theme 5: Key factors contributing to the challenges of managing online

communities

Unreliable
Communication

Underestimating
the need of digital

communication KEY FACTORS CONTRIBUTING
management TO THE CHALLENGES OF Using different
o— MANAGING ONLINE 40 platforms
COMMUNITIES

Rapid pace of
social media

Figure 4.5: Diagram of theme 5 and sub-themes

Unreliable communication

A critical challenge identified was unreliable communication between the retail
business and online community members. Respondents shared that technical issues,
delays in responses, and misinterpretations due to poor message construction often
resulted in communication breakdowns. One participant with ten years of experience

as a brand manager noted
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“Technical issues like system downtime make it hard to communicate with the
community on time.” (Participant 3)

Participant eight, with a Diploma in Arts, supported these findings by stating that.

“In some cases, messages were not received or acknowledged, leading to frustration
among online community members and missed engagement opportunities.”

(Participant 8)

Using different platforms

One of the prominent findings was the challenge of using different platforms to manage
online communities. Participants indicated that their organizations often maintain a
presence on multiple social media and digital platforms, such as Facebook, Instagram,
X, WhatsApp, and their own websites. Managing content, engagement, and
communication across these diverse platforms can be overwhelming and inconsistent.

One participant with Honours in Media Studies explained,

“We have to post the same thing on three or four different platforms, and sometimes the
messaging doesn’t match up.” (Participant 6)

Another participant with a Bachelor of Arts added,

“It feels like duplication of work, and at times we miss engaging with customers
properly.” (Participant 3)

This often leads to duplication of effort and disjointed messaging.

Rapid pace of social media

The study revealed that the fast-moving nature of social media presents significant
challenges for retail businesses managing online communities. Participants indicated
that content, trends, and customer interactions evolve quickly, making it difficult to
respond promptly and maintain relevance. One participant with six years of experience

as a social media specialist stated,

“By the time we prepare a response, the conversation has already moved on to
something else.” (Participant 7)

Another participant with five years of experience in digital marketing added,
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“Social media moves so fast that it's hard to keep up with new trends and customer
expectations.” (Participant 2)

This rapid pace often pressures community managers to allocate more time and
resources to monitoring platforms continuously, which can lead to stress and

inconsistent engagement if not managed effectively.

Underestimating the need for digital communication management

Retail businesses' funders and managers were found to underestimate the importance
of digital communication management, treating it as an informal or secondary task.
Participants explained that in many cases, there was no dedicated person or strategy
in place to manage online interactions, which led to ad hoc and reactive
communication efforts. One participant with seven years of experience in social media

confirmed by stating that,

“We don’t really have someone responsible for handling customer comments online; it's
just whoever is available at the time.” (Participant 4)

Another participant with four years of experience in campaign analysis added,

“Management still thinks social media is just for marketing, not for serious engagement
with customers.” (Participant 6)

This finding reveals a gap in recognizing the strategic value of digital communication

in maintaining online communities.

Summary of Theme 5

The findings indicate that managing online communities in retail businesses is
significantly influenced by communication and digital management challenges.
Unreliable communication can delay responses and frustrate members, reducing
engagement and trust. The use of multiple platforms adds complexity, often leading to
inconsistent messaging, duplication of effort, and the need for careful coordination
across channels. The rapid pace of social media further exacerbates these challenges,
requiring businesses to respond quickly to trends and customer interactions to remain
relevant. Additionally, underestimating the importance of structured digital

communication management can leave organizations unprepared to handle these
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demands, resulting in reduced effectiveness and potential reputational risks.
Collectively, these interpretations highlight the critical need for deliberate planning,
resource allocation, and strategic digital management to maintain meaningful

engagement and support business objectives.

4.4.3.2 Theme 6: Strategies retail business utilizes to manage the challenges

faced in online communities
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T tools
Great
interactions
with fast STRATEGIES RETAIL Clear
responses BUSINESS UTILIZE TO .
© ————  VANAGE THE CHALLENGES — @ oy
FACED IN ONLINE policy

COMMUNITIES

Community
guidelines with
rules against
harassment and
hate speech

Figure 4.6: Diagram of theme 6 and sub-themes

Utilizing moderation tools

Participants reported that their organizations use moderation tools to maintain order
and ensure respectful engagement within their online communities. These tools
include automatic filters for inappropriate language, keyword blocking, and content

reporting systems. One patrticipant with a Diploma in Media Studies explained,

“The profanity filter helps us a lot because it removes offensive words before they even
appear.” (Participant 1)

One participant with twelve years of experience in marketing confirmed by stating that,

“The reporting system makes it easier for staff members to flag issues so we can act
quickly.” (Participant 5)

80



These features were seen as essential in reducing conflicts and creating a safer

environment for interaction.

Clear community policy

Retail businesses adopted a clear community policy to guide member behaviour and
expectations. These policies are often displayed publicly and outline the purpose of
the community, acceptable conduct, and consequences of policy violations. One

participant with seven years of experience in digital marketing explained,

“Our policy is pinned at the top of the group so everyone knows the rules before they
start engaging.” (Participant 4)

This can also be supported by participant nine, who has ten years of experience in

digital marketing. The participant stated that

“Having a clear policy makes it easier for us to moderate because we can refer back to
it when someone misbehaves.” (Participant 9)

These policies were consistently seen as a vital tool for setting standards and

managing interactions within the community.

Community guidelines with rules against harassment and hate speech

The findings indicate that community guidelines explicitly prohibiting harassment and
hate speech are crucial in maintaining a safe and respectful online environment.
Participants highlighted that clearly defined rules help set member expectations and
provide moderators with a framework for taking action against inappropriate

behaviour. One participant with ten years of experience in digital marketing noted,

“Having rules against hate speech makes it easier for us to act immediately when issues

arise.” (Participant 1)

This can also be supported by participant eight, who has five years of experience in

digital marketing as an administrator. The participant stated that,
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“Members understand what is unacceptable, which reduces conflicts and keeps the
community space positive.” (Participant 8)

These guidelines contribute to fostering trust, promoting constructive engagement,

and protecting the community from toxic interactions.

Great interactions with fast responses

Participants highlighted that prompt responses within the community significantly
enhance the quality of interactions. Quick engagement, typically within one to two
hours, was noted as a key factor in maintaining active discussions and ensuring
members feel heard and valued. One participant with six years of experience in social

media noted,

“When we respond quickly, members are more likely to continue the conversation and
engage positively.” (Participant 7)

This can also be supported by participant two, who has five years of experience in

digital marketing,

“Fast responses show that we care about our customers, and it encourages them to
participate more regularly.” (Participant 2)

These interactions were consistently seen as contributing to a dynamic, supportive,

and engaged community environment.

Summary of Theme 6

The findings indicate that effective online community management relies on a
combination of technological tools, clear policies, structured guidelines, and dedicated
personnel. The use of moderation tools helps maintain a safe and respectful
environment by addressing harmful content efficiently, while clear community policies
and guidelines, particularly rules against harassment and hate speech, provide
transparency and set expectations for member behaviour. Fast responses and great
interactions contribute to member satisfaction, engagement, and trust, showing that
timely communication is critical for fostering a positive community experience.
Additionally, appointing a dedicated community coordinator ensures consistent

oversight, accountability, and organization in managing interactions across the
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community. Collectively, these strategies demonstrate that well-managed online
communities require both robust systems and human oversight. By combining
moderation tools, clear policies, structured guidelines, rapid engagement, and
dedicated coordination, businesses can create a safe, engaging, and productive
community environment that strengthens member trust, promotes sustained
participation, and supports broader organizational objectives. Figure 4.6 illustrates the
hierarchy chart showing the codes that contributed to the development of the theme:
Strategies retail businesses utilize to manage the challenges faced in online

communities.

4.4.3 What strategies do retail businesses use to address challenges associated
with online communities?

In addition, as shown in Table 4.2, one theme is associated with the fourth research
question stated above: The effectiveness of strategies to overcome challenges faced

when managing online communities.

4.4.3.3 Theme 7: The effectiveness of strategies for overcoming challenges

faced when managing online communities

Customer queries
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Figure 4.7: Diagram of theme 7 and sub-themes
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Customer queries are solved faster
A positive finding was that community members’ queries are solved faster due to the
integration of support systems and proactive community management practices. One

participant with ten years of experience in digital marketing,

“With our support systems in place, we can respond to most customer questions within
hours, which keeps them happy and engaged.” (Participant 9)

One participant with twelve years of experience in digital marketing added,

“Quick responses prevent small issues from escalating into bigger complaints in the
community.” (Participant 5)

Participants highlighted that rapid response times not only improve user satisfaction
but also reduce the likelihood of negative sentiments spreading within the online

community.

Tools still have some pending issues

Participants reported that although digital tools are widely used to manage their online
communities, some tools still have pending issues. These issues include glitches in
automated moderation, limitations in detecting nuanced harmful content, and
occasional delays in content flagging or user reporting mechanisms. One participant

with a Diploma in Media Studies stated,

“Sometimes the automated system misses harmful comments, and we only notice them
when users report them.” (Participant 1)

“There are delays in notifications, so by the time we act, the conversation has already
escalated.” (Participant 6)

They have worked well, especially the moderation

Despite some challenges, participants acknowledged that moderation tools have
worked well in managing online communities. Female participant with a Bachelor of
Arts stated,

84



“The automated filters for profanity and blocking abusive users have made our work
much easier.” (Participant 3)

Another participant with five years of experience in social media added,

“Tools that highlight suspicious behaviour help us respond quickly before things
escalate.” (Participant 8)

These tools have been particularly effective in maintaining order and ensuring that
harmful content is addressed promptly, allowing community managers to focus on

meaningful engagement rather than constant monitoring.

Summary of Theme 7

The findings suggest that digital tools in online community management play a crucial
role in enhancing operational efficiency. Participants indicated that customer queries
are resolved more quickly, demonstrating the effectiveness of these tools in supporting
timely communication. However, some tools still have pending issues that require
attention to optimize performance and prevent minor disruptions. Despite these
challenges, moderation features, such as automated filters, blocking abusive users,
and highlighting suspicious behaviour, have worked particularly well in maintaining a
safe and respectful environment. Overall, the interpretation highlights that while digital
tools significantly improve community management and customer engagement,
ongoing refinement and maintenance are necessary to ensure maximum

effectiveness and sustain positive interactions within online communities.

4.4.4 How can existing strategies be improved to enhance the management of
online communities in retail businesses?

And lastly, as presented in Table 4.2, two themes are connected to the fifth research
question stated above: 1) What improvements can be made to enhance the
management of online communities in retail businesses, and 2) Strategies used to

retain existing online members and attract new ones to grow the community.

4.4.5.1 Theme 8: What improvements can be made to enhance the management

of online communities in retail businesses

85



Tools such as
Sprout must be

improved to be
more reliable
We need to
update our
°°’,‘L’“IE'""V WHAT IMPROVEMENTS CAN BE
guidelines MADE TO ENHANCE THE )
o —  MANAGEMENT OF ONLINE 49 Staff Capacity
COMMUNITIES IN RETAIL
BUSINESSES
Advanced Al
moderation tools
needed

Figure 4 8: Diagram of theme 8 and sub-themes

Tools such as Sprout must be improved to be more reliable

Respondents highlighted the use of digital tools like Sprout, which supports content
scheduling and engagement tracking. A female participant with a Diploma in marketing
stated,

“Sprout helps us keep track of posts across different platforms, but sometimes it freezes
and slows us down.” (Participant 2)

This can also be supported by participant seven, with six years of experience in social

media. The participant added,

“The analytics are not always accurate, and we can’t fully rely on the data to make
decisions.” (Participant 7)

Participant four with seven years of experience in social media also noted limited

automation capabilities, by stating that,

“We still end up doing a lot of manual work that the system should handle.”

(Participant 4)
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These issues, system lags, inaccurate analytics, and insufficient automation, affect the

efficiency of managing high volumes of content and interactions.

Staff capacity
The prominent theme was the issue of staff capacity. Participants reported that the
current number of team members was insufficient to effectively manage the growing

community demands. One participant with a Diploma of Arts stated,

“We simply don’t have enough staff to keep up with the number of queries and
interactions every day.” (Participant 4)

Another participant with a Diploma of Arts added,

“It would really help to have multilingual managers, because not all our customers are
comfortable engaging in English only.” (Participant 8)
This reflects the need for more resources and specialized roles to address diverse

community needs.

Advanced Al moderation tools needed

The findings reveal that while existing moderation tools, such as profanity filters and
blocking features, have been useful, participants emphasized the growing need for
more advanced Al-driven moderation. Current tools often lack the sophistication to
detect nuanced issues like sarcasm, cultural sensitivities, or subtle misinformation.

One participant with Honours in Media Studies noted,

“Sometimes the system blocks obvious abuse, but it misses the more indirect, harmful
comments.” (Participant 5)

Another participant with a Bachelor of Arts added,

“We need smarter tools that can adapt and learn from different contexts, not just
keyword filters.” (Participant 3)

These insights highlight that businesses recognize the limitations of basic moderation

systems and see value in Al tools that can provide real-time, context-aware responses.
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Such tools would reduce manual intervention, ensure consistency, and create safer

and more engaging online spaces for customers.

The need to update community guidelines

The findings indicate that some existing community guidelines are perceived as
outdated and insufficient in addressing current challenges within online communities.
Participants expressed that guidelines no longer reflect the evolving nature of
customer engagement, new digital platforms, and emerging issues such as
misinformation, trolling, and rapidly changing communication trends. One participant

with ten years of experience in social media remarked,

“Our guidelines were written years ago, and they don’t cover the problems we are facing
now.” (Participant 1)

Another participant with ten years of experience in digital marketing added,

“Members often don’t know what is acceptable or not because the rules are not clear
enough.” (Participant 9)

This lack of clarity and relevance often leads to inconsistent enforcement, confusion
among members, and increased pressure on moderators to handle issues on a case-
by-case basis. The findings highlight that updating community guidelines is essential
to ensure consistency, transparency, and fairness in community management while

fostering a respectful and engaging environment that aligns with business objectives.

Summary of Theme 8

The findings suggest that effective online community management depends heavily
on both reliable technological tools and adequate human resources. Tools such as
Sprout were found to be useful, but in need of improvement, as system lags,
inaccurate analytics, and limited automation hinder efficiency. Staff capacity also
emerged as a concern, with participants highlighting that limited personnel reduces
the ability to monitor and respond effectively to community interactions. The need for
advanced Al moderation tools was emphasized as a way to reduce manual workload,
enhance safety, and ensure faster response times. Furthermore, outdated community

guidelines were noted as a barrier to consistency and clarity, as they no longer
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adequately address modern challenges such as misinformation, trolling, and emerging
digital behaviours. These sub-themes collectively highlight that sustainable online
community management requires a balance between advanced, reliable digital tools,
skilled and adequately resourced staff, and updated governance structures such as
clear and relevant community guidelines. Without these elements working together,
businesses risk inefficiency, weakened customer trust, and reputational damage, but
with them, they can foster stronger engagement and long-term digital community

SuccCess.

4.4.5.2 Theme 9: Strategies utilized to retain members and attract new ones to

grow your online community
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Figure 4 9: Diagram of theme 9 and sub-themes

Paid Ads for tech-savvy audiences

Participants revealed that their businesses use paid advertisements to target tech-
savvy audiences, particularly on platforms where younger and digitally literate users
are active. This can be supported by participant two, who has five years of experience

in digital marketing. The participant stated that,

“We run ads on Instagram and X because that’s where the younger, more engaged
customers are.” (Participant 2)

Another participant with a Diploma in Media Studies added,
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“Paid ads help us reach people who are genuinely interested in our products, and they
often end up joining our online groups.” (Participant 1)

These advertisements are designed to be visually engaging and algorithmically
positioned to reach users with relevant interests, thereby expanding visibility and
drawing in members who are likely to interact meaningfully. Participants further noted
the implementation of targeted advertising strategies aimed not only at bringing in new
users but also at retaining existing ones. These ads are based on user behaviour,
preferences, and engagement history. The interpretation of this finding indicates that
personalized marketing can significantly impact community growth. Targeted
advertising ensures that content is relevant to both current and potential users,

fostering a sense of belonging and increasing the chances of ongoing participation.

Vouchers for members

A notable strategy mentioned was the practice of giving vouchers to community
members as incentives for engagement. Participants highlighted that these vouchers,
often in the form of product discounts or special offers, were tied to participation in
specific activities or milestones. One participant with four years of experience as a

campaign analyst shared,

“When we give out vouchers for active participation, people are more excited to
contribute.” (Participant 6)

Another participant with ten years of experience in digital marketing noted,

“Customers love the discount vouchers, it makes them feel appreciated and keeps them
coming back.” (Participant 9)

This approach was consistently seen as an effective way of boosting interaction and

rewarding loyalty.

Quick responses (1-2 hours)
Participants emphasized the importance of maintaining fast response times, with most
aiming to respond to customer queries within one to two hours. Participant one with a

Diploma in Media Studies stated,
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“If we don’t reply quickly, customers lose patience and move to competitors.”
(Participant 1)

Participant three with a Bachelor of Arts added,

“We try to respond within an hour because people expect immediate feedback on social
media.” (Participant 3)

This prompt engagement was consistently seen as critical for member satisfaction and

sustaining active participation within the community.

Competitions for retention

It was also found that competitions are used as a method to retain existing community
members. Retail businesses reported that activities such as giveaways, quizzes, and
creative contests keep online community members engaged and invested in the

brand. One participant with a Diploma of Arts remarked,

“Whenever we run a giveaway, the number of interactions on our page increases.”

(Participant 8)
Another participant with Honours in Media studies noted,

“Quizzes and small prizes keep members excited and coming back to participate.”

(Participant 5)

These activities were viewed as an effective way of sustaining interest and fostering

stronger connections with the brand.

Summary of Theme 9

The findings highlight that businesses are increasingly adopting diverse strategies to
enhance engagement and sustain participation in their online communities. Paid ads
targeted at tech-savvy audiences enable businesses to reach a wider and more
relevant customer base, strengthening visibility and brand positioning. Vouchers
offered as incentives were found to boost motivation and satisfaction, as they create
a sense of appreciation and encourage repeat participation. Quick responses within
one to two hours were also emphasized as essential for building trust and reliability,

ensuring members feel valued and supported. Furthermore, competitions were
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identified as effective tools for retention, as they not only maintain active engagement
but also foster excitement and community spirit. Taken together, these strategies
suggest that a combination of targeted advertising, tangible rewards, timely
communication, and interactive activities is key to sustaining strong online
communities. Businesses that invest in such multifaceted approaches are more likely
to enhance customer loyalty, foster long-term engagement, and align community

participation with broader organizational goals.

4.5 Conclusion

Chapter 4 has presented and interpreted the results of this study. According to the
study outcomes, the benefits of engaging with an online community in retail
businesses include customer referrals, enhanced brand visibility, valuable feedback
from the community, and increased sales. Also, the specific examples of how online
communities contributed to businesses' growth and success comprise
recommendations of products, improved sales, and an increase in sales via Facebook
engagement. Further, the most challenges retail businesses encounter when
managing online communities include spam, harassment, and trolls, losing valuable
members, and limited digital literacy from customers can hinder engagement. While
the most significant obstacles encountered while managing community platforms are
trolls and spam posts, which have been difficult to control, misinformation about
products, timely responses due to communication delays, and difficulties in managing
heated debates with our customers. In addition, the key factors contributing to the
challenges of managing online communities include using different platforms,
unreliable communication, underestimating the need for digital communication
management, and the rapid pace of social media. The strategies retail business
utilises to manage challenges faced in online communities comprise great
interactions with fast responses, clear community policy, utilising moderation tools,
and community guidelines with rules against harassment and hate speech. The
effectiveness of strategies to overcome challenges faced when managing online
communities includes tools still having some pending issues, strategies working well,
especially in moderation, and customers' queries being solved faster. The
improvements that can be made to enhance the management of online communities

in retail businesses comprise updating community guidelines, improving tools such as
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Sprout to be more reliable, employing advanced Al moderation tools, and staff
capacity building. And lastly, the strategies used to retain existing online members and
attract new ones to grow the community include paid Ads for tech-savvy audiences,
providing vouchers to members, quick response times of about 1-2 hours, and
competitions for retention. Chapter 5 discusses the study outcomes with respect to the

research objectives.

93



CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS

5.1 Introduction

Chapter 5 presents the discussion of the findings made by the study, which explored
strategies utilised for managing and sustaining online communities in retail
businesses. The study was conducted in three retail businesses: Mr Price, Checkers,
and Woolworths. This chapter discusses the findings from the mentioned retail
businesses based on the study conducted. The chapter provides discussions of

findings based on each research objective outlined in Chapter 1:

a. To identify the current benefits of online communities to the retail businesses in
South Africa.

b. To determine the emerging challenges faced by retail businesses in managing
online communities.

c. To analyse the underlying causes of the challenges being faced by retail
businesses in managing online communities.

d. To critically examine the strategies used by retail businesses to manage
challenges arising from online communities.

e. To suggest improvements to existing strategies to enhance the management of
online communities by retail businesses.

The subsequent sections present the discussion of the findings with respect to the

research objectives. The discussions are supported by current literature on the

subject, and then the chapter ends with a conclusion.

5.2 Discussion of the findings

The findings of this study are discussed based on the research objectives stated in
Chapter 1. The findings (s) for each research objective is (are stated, analysed, and
interpreted, accompanied by concise discussions supported with previous literature to
address identified research gaps. This approach ensures that the findings remain
aligned with the study’s research objectives and questions to provide a coherent
foundation for the subsequent discussion.

5.2.1 To identify the current benefits of online communities to the retail
businesses in South Africa

The findings for the research objective were that:
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a. Retail businesses in South Africa benefit from online communities through
increased sales.
b. Retail businesses also benefit from online communities through stronger brand
recognition and active member engagement.
c. Retail businesses benefit from online communities through increased customer
referrals and the collection of valuable member feedback.
According to the findings of this study, online communities make a strategic
contribution to corporate success by enhancing sales performance, strengthening
customer trust, increasing brand awareness, and providing real-time feedback. This is
consistent with the findings of Oki and Uleanya (2021), who investigated factors
influencing the adoption of online retail shopping in Buffalo City, South Africa. Their
study confirms that online communities function not merely as platforms for interaction
but as strategic tools that build customer confidence, encourage adoption, and
ultimately drive sales (Sun, Zhong & Li, 2022).

The findings revealed that retail businesses benefit significantly from online
communities through stronger brand recognition and active member engagement.
When a retail business’s brand is positively represented within an online community,
it strengthens both its reputation and visibility. This aligns with the findings of Fourie
(2021), who examined the effect of brand changes on the financial performance of
eleven South African retailers. The study reveals that a strong and well-managed
brand contributes to customer trust and loyalty, which in turn positively influences
financial outcomes such as sales and profitability. Du Plessis (2017) demonstrated
that cultivating a strong online brand presence within communities not only enhances
consumer trust but also contributes to increased sales, thereby advancing the strategic

objectives of retail management.

The findings of the study include customer referrals, as the findings indicate that
community members often invite external individuals to join the community. New
members frequently convert into online buyers or potential contacts for future
purchases, thereby increasing sales. (Zhou et al., 2022) Confirm the significant
influence of customer referrals in boosting sales within online communities for retail
stores. Their findings reveal how existing community members play an active role in

expanding the customer base by inviting new participants, who often convert into
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buyers (Chen, 2021; Cao, Chu, Hui, & Xu, 2021). This demonstrates that referrals are
not only a social activity but also a strategic mechanism through which online

communities drive customer acquisition and long-term business growth.

Retailers also benefit significantly from valuable customer feedback within online
communities. For example, if a customer experiences a negative incident at a store,
such as Checkers in the mall, they can share their concerns within the community.
This provides an opportunity for the business to engage professionally with the
customer, address the issue promptly, and implement improvements in its services.
Wong and Chung (2023) confirm that active engagement within online retail brand
communities strengthens consumer commitment and enhances interactions between
businesses and customers. The study reveals that fostering meaningful engagement
allows businesses to respond effectively to customer feedback, which not only
resolves individual complaints but also increases customer loyalty and contributes to
overall service quality (NurKamisa & Novita, 2022). Therefore, online communities
serve as a strategic mechanism for continuous service improvement and relationship

building in retail environments (Son & Niehm, 2021).

In conclusion, the study highlighted that online communities play a strategic and
multifaceted role in enhancing the performance of retail businesses in South Africa.
The findings indicate that these communities contribute to increased sales, stronger
brand recognition, and active customer engagement, which collectively strengthen
business sustainability and competitiveness. Online communities act as dynamic
spaces where customers not only purchase products but also share experiences,
provide referrals, and offer valuable feedback that supports continuous service

improvement.

5.2.2 To determine the emerging challenges faced by retail businesses in
managing online communities

For this objective, two findings were made, namely:

a. Retail businesses face challenges such as spam and online trolls when managing
their online communities; and

b. A challenge for retail businesses in dealing with communication barriers.
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The major challenge identified in the management of online communities pertains to
the disruptive presence of spam, harassment, and trolling behaviours. Such negative
interactions undermine constructive dialogue, discourage member participation, and
contribute to a hostile online environment. Consistent with the findings of Dineva and
Breitsohl (2022), trolling activities have been shown to destabilize community
dynamics, erode trust, and compel organizations to allocate substantial resources
towards moderation and community management. This aligns with broader literature
revealing that unmanaged disruptive behaviour fosters a toxic atmosphere that inhibits
both active and peripheral members from sustained engagement within online brand
communities. For instance, Dineva and Daunt (2023) noted that antisocial behaviours
such as flaming, trolling, and cyberbullying are typically seen as destructive to a
community and its users. Hossain, Quaddus, Akter, and Warren (2023) argue that
trolling on social media has a profound impact on its victims, yet existing literature
offers a limited understanding of the factors driving this behaviour. These insights
underscore the critical need for effective moderation strategies to maintain a healthy

and constructive community atmosphere.

Retail businesses also face challenges in managing heated debates among
community members. Disagreements over product quality, pricing, or service
experiences can escalate into arguments that disrupt the overall community
environment. Jhaver, Zhang, Chen, Natarajan, Wang, and Zhang (2023) argue that
when retail businesses are not moderated carefully, debates may alienate members
and reduce participation, particularly among those who prefer a supportive and
constructive space. Effective management requires trained moderators, clear
community guidelines, and strategies to de-escalate conflicts while encouraging
productive discussion (Dineva and Daunt, 2023). Conflicts among online community
members create a complex interplay between information accuracy, responsiveness,
and conflict management, and underscore the importance of proactive strategies, such
as real-time monitoring, clear communication protocols, and trained moderation
teams, to maintain a constructive and trustworthy online community (Schluger et al.,
2022; Seering, 2020)
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In conclusion, the findings revealed that retail businesses encounter significant
challenges in managing online communities, primarily due to disruptive behaviours
such as spam, harassment, and trolling, as well as communication barriers among
online community members. These issues not only hinder meaningful engagement but
also weaken trust and participation within the community. Addressing challenges is
therefore essential for maintaining a productive and trustworthy environment that

supports the long-term success of online retail communities.

5.2.3 To analyse the underlying causes of the challenges being faced by retail
businesses in managing online communities

In response to this objective, the study found that:

a. The use of different online platforms, each with its own rules, features, and
management requirements.

b. Unreliable communication and the rapid pace at which social media evolves.

c. Limited digital literacy among online members, which can hinder effective

participation and engagement.

The use of different online platforms, each with its own rules, features, and
management requirements.

The finding reveals that the use of different online platforms is one of the underlying
causes of the challenges faced by retail businesses in managing online communities,
aligning with existing literature revealing the complexities of multi-platform
engagement. Zimba and Gasparyan (2021) argue that retail businesses struggle to
present a cohesive brand image across various platforms, which can impact customer
perception and sales. This study reveals that retail businesses increasingly engage
customers across multiple digital platforms, including Facebook, Instagram,
WhatsApp, TikTok, and X. While this multi-platform approach broadens reach and
visibility, it introduces complexity in managing interactions consistently. Different
platforms have distinct features, norms, and audience expectations, requiring tailored
communication strategies (Kumar & Gupta, 2023). Research suggests that failure to
adapt content and moderation practices for each platform can lead to inconsistent
messaging, customer confusion, and reduced engagement (Gawer, 2022).
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The findings also reveal that online communities are challenged by unreliable
communication, which can result from technical issues, poor internet connectivity, or
platform-specific limitations. Such unreliability disrupts the flow of information, delays
responses, and diminishes trust between businesses and their customers. When
communication is inconsistent, customers may perceive the brand as inattentive or
unprofessional, which can negatively affect participation and loyalty in online
communities (Wani, Agarwal, & Bours, 2020). The rapid pace of social media presents
a continuous challenge for retailers. Trends, discussions, and viral content emerge
and evolve quickly, requiring businesses to respond promptly to remain relevant. Slow
reactions or missed opportunities can result in decreased engagement, negative
publicity, or loss of competitive advantage. The dynamic nature of social media
necessitates real-time monitoring, agile decision-making, and adaptive
communication strategies to sustain community participation and brand credibility
(Coleman, 2020).

Another critical barrier is limited digital literacy among customers. Some consumers
lack the skills needed to fully engage with online platforms, interpret information, or
navigate discussions effectively. This exclusion reduces the inclusivity of communities
and limits their potential to build broad-based engagement. Zhang and Zhang (2024)
reveal that digital literacy is a key determinant of customer experience in digital
platforms, and low competence often restricts participation and loyalty. For retail
businesses, this challenge underscores the need for customer education initiatives
that empower all users to participate meaningfully. Based on South Africa’s historical
context, a large portion of the population has limited access to quality education, which
contributes to low levels of digital literacy (Matli & Ngoepe, 2022). This presents a
significant challenge for retail businesses seeking to engage customers through online
communities. Research indicates that only 37% of households have access to a
computer at home, revealing the disparity in digital access (Crawford International,
2025). Furthermore, the country's digital literacy levels are relatively low compared to
international standards, with a substantial portion of the population lacking essential
digital skills (GSMA, 2024).

In conclusion, the study found that the underlying causes of challenges faced by retail

businesses in managing online communities stem from three key factors: the
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complexity of using multiple digital platforms, unreliable communication, and limited
digital literacy among customers. The management of several platforms with distinct
rules and audiences makes it difficult for businesses to maintain consistent
engagement and brand identity. Additionally, unreliable communication and the fast-
paced evolution of social media hinder timely responses and reduce customer trust,
requiring retailers to adopt agile and adaptive communication strategies. Limited digital
literacy further compounds these challenges, as many consumers, particularly in

South Africa, lack the technical skills necessary to fully engage in online communities.

5.2.4 To critically examine the strategies used by retail businesses to manage
challenges arising from online communities

Regarding this objective, the findings demonstrated that:

a. Retail businesses address online community challenges by implementing and
enforcing clear community guidelines.
b. Retail businesses address online community challenges by using moderation
tools to monitor interactions.
The findings of this study reveal that the effective strategy for managing online
communities is the regular updating of community guidelines to reflect emerging
challenges and user behaviours. Clear, updated guidelines provide a framework for
acceptable conduct and empower moderators to take consistent action against
disruptive behaviours such as trolling, harassment, or misinformation (Schaffner et al.,
2024; Singhal et al., 2023). According to Horta Ribeiro et al. (2025), transparent and
regularly reviewed policies help establish trust, improve compliance, and create safer

online environments that encourage meaningful engagement.

Retail businesses benefit from enhancing the reliability of digital tools like Sprout
Social, which are designed to support social media management and monitoring.
Reliable social media management tools, such as Sprout Social, streamline
communication, automate content scheduling, and monitor engagement across
multiple platforms, thereby minimizing inefficiencies and reducing delays in
organisational response times (Chen, 2020). Gongane, Munot, and Anuse (2022)

revealed that reliable technological support is central to maintaining customer
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satisfaction and ensuring timely communication, both of which are crucial for

sustaining online communities.

Another promising strategy is the use of Al-powered moderation tools, which can
automatically detect and filter harmful content such as spam, offensive language, or
misinformation. Ami (2021) argues that Al tools improve efficiency by handling
repetitive monitoring tasks and enabling human moderators to focus on complex or
sensitive issues. Research shows that Al moderation not only enhances scalability but
also helps businesses manage large volumes of interactions while maintaining a safe
and inclusive digital environment (Vidhya et al., 2023). The study reveals that the use
of moderation tools is also crucial in addressing community management challenges.
Automated filters, keyword blockers, and reporting mechanisms allow businesses to
manage spam, harassment, and other disruptive content more efficiently. By
leveraging these tools, businesses reduce the burden on human moderators while
ensuring that harmful interactions are minimized (Lim & Kim, 2025). Studies show that
moderation tools not only improve efficiency but also contribute to building safer and

more inclusive online spaces (Jhaver et al., 2023).

In conclusion, the study found that retail businesses employ several strategic
approaches to address the challenges associated with managing online communities,
with a focus on establishing clear community guidelines and using advanced
moderation tools. Regularly updating community guidelines ensures that rules remain
relevant to evolving online behaviours and helps maintain a respectful and safe digital
environment. Transparent and well-communicated policies foster trust and

accountability among community members.

5.2.5 To suggest improvements to existing strategies to enhance the
management of online communities by retail businesses

Findings related to this objective revealed that:

a. Existing strategies can be enhanced by investing more in paid advertising to attract
technologically literate audiences who are more likely to engage actively in online

communities.
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b. Retail businesses can improve community engagement by offering competitions
and vouchers, incentivizing members to participate and remain active in online

communities.

The findings of the study reveal that implementing targeted paid advertisements to
reach tech-savvy audiences, offering vouchers to members, ensuring quick response
times, and introducing competitions can enhance member retention. Huang and
Depari (2021) argues that another way to strengthen online community growth is
through paid advertisements targeting tech-savvy audiences. The study reveals that
paid ads allow retail businesses to reach individuals who are already active online and
more likely to engage with digital platforms. The study also reveals that tailoring
advertisements to specific demographics, retail businesses can attract new members
who contribute to meaningful discussions and community expansion. Existing
literature suggests that targeted advertising increases visibility and engagement while

driving traffic to online communities (Schwarz-Musch, Tauchhammer & Guetz, 2025).

The study also reveals that providing vouchers or discounts to existing community
members is another effective strategy for enhancing both retention and participation.
Bernardino, Freitas, and Oliveira (2021) argue that incentives create a sense of value
for members, encouraging loyalty and repeat engagement. The study reveals that
such an approach not only rewards active participants but also motivates less engaged
members to interact more frequently. According to Xu and Hu (2022), reward-based
strategies can significantly improve customer involvement in online communities,
leading to higher satisfaction and stronger brand loyalty. Hosting competitions within
online communities provides members with opportunities for engagement beyond
routine discussions. Competitions not only increase activity levels but also foster a
sense of fun and belonging among participants. Retailers can use contests to reward
creativity, participation, or referrals, thereby sustaining engagement and strengthening
loyalty. Studies indicate that gamification strategies, such as competitions, enhance
user motivation and long-term participation in digital communities (Cheng & Zachry,
2020)

In conclusion, the study found that existing strategies for managing online

communities in retail businesses can be significantly improved by adopting more
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targeted, engaging, and incentive-based approaches. Investing in paid advertising
aimed at technologically literate audiences enables retail businesses to attract
members who are more likely to engage meaningfully and sustain participation in
digital platforms. Additionally, the study revealed that offering vouchers and discounts
strengthens member retention by rewarding active participation and fostering brand

loyalty.

5.3 Limitations of the study

Research limitations refer to statements about the generalisability of the outcomes
because of imperfection of the project (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Therefore, the
researcher cannot issue supercilious claims about generalising the outcome of the
research (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Because of differences in internet proliferation
across countries, the inferences drawn from this small sample may not apply exactly
to every company and in every country. Also, it was difficult to eliminate the reservation

exercised by some participants in the course of these interviews.

5.4 Conclusion
Chapter 5 has discussed the study findings with respect to the research objectives.
The discussions were supported by current literature on the topic. Chapter 6 presents

the conclusions and recommendations from the study.
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1 Introduction

Chapter 6 presents the conclusions and recommendations of this study. The aim of
this study was to explore strategies utilised by retail businesses in managing and
sustaining online communities within the digital retail environment. The ensuing were

the research questions of the study:

a. What are the benefits of utilising online communities for retail businesses in South
Africa?

b. What emerging challenges have retail businesses faced when managing online
communities?

c. What are the underlying causes of the challenges faced by retail businesses in
managing online communities?

d. What strategies do retail businesses use to address challenges associated with
online communities?

e. How can existing strategies be improved to enhance the management of online
communities in retail businesses?

This subsequent segments cover an overview of the study, a summary of the findings,

main conclusion, and contribution of the study, limitations of the study, and

recommendations, suggestions for future research, and conclusion.

6.2 Overview of the study

This study consisted of six interrelated chapters each addressing specific area of the
problem being addressed. Chapter 1 introduced the study by outlining the purpose,
objectives, and research questions, and provided the contextual background for
rationale and significant of the study. Chapter 2 presented a comprehensive literature
review, discussing key concepts, theoretical frameworks, and previous studies related
to online community management in retail businesses. Chapter 3 outlined the research
methodology, detailing the research design, data collection methods, sampling
techniques, and ethical considerations. Chapter 4 focused on data presentation and
analysis, providing a detailed interpretation of the findings using tables and diagrams.
Chapter 5 discussed the findings, comparing them with existing literature and
highlighting their implications for businesses.

6.3 Summary of the findings and conclusions
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The findings and conclusions of this study are presented according to each research

question.

6.3.1 What are the benefits of utilizing online communities for retail businesses
in South Africa?

For this question, the findings were that:

1) Retail businesses in South Africa benefit from online communities through
increased sales.
2) Retail businesses also benefit from online communities through stronger brand

recognition and active member engagement.

The study concluded that online communities provide significant benefits for retail
businesses in South Africa by strengthening brand presence and driving sales through
both direct and indirect means. For instance, a clothing retail business such as Mr
Price with an active Facebook group may notice increased purchases when members
share photos wearing the brand’s products, tag the store, and discuss styling tips. This
direct interaction not only encourages immediate sales among community members
but also motivates their friends or followers to explore the brand. The study also
concludes that online members often become brand advocates by inviting others to
join the community. For example, a satisfied customer in an online community might
add friends to access exclusive promotions or early product launches. Such organic
growth expands the business’s customer base at little or no extra cost. This process
represents indirect marketing, where brand awareness spreads through word-of-

mouth and peer-to-peer interaction rather than costly advertising campaigns.

6.3.2 What challenges do retail businesses face when managing online
communities?

For this question, the findings were that:

1) Retail businesses face challenges such as spam and online trolls when managing
their online communities.
The study concludes that the most pressing challenges faced by retail businesses are

the presence of spam and online trolls, which disrupt meaningful interactions and
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discourage genuine community engagement. For example, a retail store’s Facebook
group might be flooded with unrelated advertisements or offensive comments, causing
legitimate customers to lose interest in participating. These issues not only reduce the
quality of discussions but can also harm the business’s credibility if left unmanaged,
as potential customers may associate the negative tone of the community with the
brand itself.

2) Another challenge for retail businesses is dealing with communication barriers and
the technical complexity.

The study also concludes that a set of challenges arises from communication barriers
and the technical complexity of managing multiple platforms. Retail businesses often
struggle to ensure clear and respectful interactions among community members. For
example, in an online community, members may post racist or homophobic remarks
toward each other, which creates confusion, tension, and discourages meaningful
participation from others. Overall, the study concludes that addressing communication
barriers is essential for retail businesses to foster safe, inclusive, and effective online

communities.

6.3.3 What are the underlying causes of the challenges faced by retail
businesses in managing online communities?

Three findings were made with regard to this research question.

The first finding was the use of different online platforms, each with its own rules,
features, and management requirements. For this finding, the study concludes that the
challenges arise from the simultaneous use of multiple social media platforms. For
example, a retail business may have a single administrator responsible for managing
accounts on Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), TikTok, YouTube, and Instagram. This
not only increases the workload but also fragments communication efforts, making it
difficult to maintain consistent messaging, track member interactions, and respond
promptly to inquiries. As a result, some online member questions or complaints may
go unanswered on one platform while being addressed on another, creating gaps in
engagement and reducing the overall effectiveness of community management

strategies. Additionally, differences in audience behaviour and communication styles
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across platforms, such as TikTok’s preference for short-form, creative videos versus
Facebook’s longer posts and discussions, require businesses to adapt their content

and interaction approaches for each platform, often with limited resources.

The second finding is that unreliable communication and the rapid pace at which social
media evolves make it challenging for businesses to maintain consistent engagement
and adapt their strategies effectively. It could be concluded that the underlying cause
relates to unreliable communication and the rapid pace at which social media evolves.
For example, a retail business managing a live Instagram shopping event may receive
dozens of questions from online members within minutes, expecting responses almost
immediately. When the retail business is unable to reply promptly due to limited staff
or fragmented communication channels, member trust and engagement can quickly
decline. The fast-changing nature of social media trends, technological updates, and
shifting user preferences adds further complexity. For instance, a viral challenge on
TikTok may require businesses to rapidly create content to remain visible and relevant,
placing a strain on resources and planning. For example, the recent Maskandi song
trend that went viral on TikTok pushed many local brands to quickly produce short
videos and join the challenge to stay connected with their audiences. Together, these
factors show that the challenges of managing online communities are not merely
operational but are deeply rooted in the structural and technological dynamics of social

media environments.

The third finding is the limited digital literacy among online members, which can hinder
effective participation and engagement. For this finding, the study concludes that
limited digital literacy among online community members represents a significant
challenge for retail businesses seeking to foster meaningful engagement on social
media platforms. Members with low levels of digital literacy may struggle to navigate
community features, post content correctly, or respond to interactive elements such
as polls, forums, or discussion threads. For example, a customer who is unfamiliar
with Facebook group settings may not know how to comment on a product discussion
or participate in a brand-hosted competition, leading to reduced interaction and
engagement. Similarly, members who are unable to interpret or respond to automated
prompts, chatbots, or digital feedback forms may experience frustration, which can

discourage continued participation. This limitation not only affects the quantity and
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quality of engagement within the community but also constrains the business’s ability
to leverage peer-to-peer interactions for marketing, trust-building, and customer
retention. Addressing this challenge requires retail businesses to implement strategies
such as user-friendly interfaces, digital literacy guidance, and supportive tutorials to

ensure all members can participate effectively and confidently.

6.3.4 What strategies do retail businesses use to address challenges associated
with online communities?

Two findings were made with regard to this research question.

The first finding was that retail businesses address online community challenges by
implementing and enforcing clear community guidelines. For this finding, the study
concludes that retail businesses adopt the creation of community guidelines that set
clear expectations for behaviour and explicitly prohibit harassment, hate speech, or
any form of disruptive activity. For example, Woolworths South Africa’s online
community includes rules that ban offensive language and require members to treat
others with respect when commenting on posts. Similarly. By establishing these rules
at the outset, retail businesses create a structured framework that discourages
negative conduct and builds a sense of trust and safety among participants.
Furthermore, having clear community policies ensures that both employees and
community members understand the standards for interaction, making it easier to
enforce the rules consistently. This consistency in moderation not only maintains order
but also encourages members to engage positively, knowing that their contributions

will be respected and protected.

The second finding is that retail businesses address online community challenges by
using moderation tools to monitor interactions, remove inappropriate content, and
maintain a positive environment. It could be concluded that the active moderation
allows retail businesses to monitor discussions, remove inappropriate content, and
address conflicts before they escalate. Previously, Woolworths’ online community on
Facebook relied on manual moderation, where community managers reviewed posts
daily, deleted spam or offensive comments, and responded to customer complaints in

real time. However, the company has since adopted automated moderation tools that
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detect and flag harmful or misleading content, making the process faster and more
consistent. Similarly, Mr Price also uses automated systems to maintain respectful and
focused discussions. This proactive approach helps create a safe and engaging online
space where members feel valued and heard, ultimately strengthening customer

loyalty and participation.

6.3.5 How can existing strategies be improved to enhance the management of
online communities in retail businesses?

For this question, the findings were that:

1) Existing strategies can be enhanced by investing more in paid advertising to attract
technologically literate audiences who are more likely to engage actively in online
communities.

The study concludes that paid advertising is a key strategy used to attract
technologically literate audiences, but retail businesses need to invest more in refining
and integrating these efforts. For example, Woolworths could use targeted paid ads to
reach audiences specifically in Cape Town who have shown interest in sustainable
fashion or premium grocery products. By combining these advertisements with data
analytics, the company can ensure precise audience targeting, increasing
engagement while maximizing the return on investment. Greater investment in such
targeted campaigns would help retail businesses build a more engaged, responsive,
and sustainable online community.

2) Retail businesses can improve community engagement by offering competitions
and vouchers, incentivizing members to participate and remain active in online
communities.

The study also concludes that competitions and vouchers can be leveraged to improve
community engagement by incentivizing members to participate actively and remain
involved in online communities. For example, retail businesses can design
competitions that reward members not only for purchases but also for contributions
such as posting reviews, sharing content, or helping other members. Similarly,
vouchers can be personalized to recognize ongoing participation or community
milestones, encouraging sustained interaction rather than one-off engagement. By

strategically using these incentives, retail businesses can foster a more active, loyal,
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and collaborative online community that supports long-term brand engagement and

growth.

6.4 Main conclusion

From the findings made, the overall conclusion is that retail businesses face
challenges such as limited digital literacy among community members, the presence
of trolls and spam, and the complexity of managing multiple platforms. Despite these
issues, businesses employ strategies to sustain and grow their online communities,
including targeted advertising, rapid response times of one to two hours, and
competitions to promote retention. This study concludes that managing online
communities in South African retail is not a one-size-fits-all endeavour but a dynamic
process. The OCLCM provides a vital lens, revealing that strategies must evolve from
proactive seeding in inception to empowered stewardship in maturity, all while

contending with locally specific barriers like digital literacy

6.5 Contribution of the Study

The study contributes to the retail sector by highlighting insights to South African retail
businesses on the challenges associated with managing online communities and
offering guidance on strategies to effectively address those challenges. Retail
businesses stand to benefit from the feedback that will be provided in this research,
as the findings can guide them in investing more strategically in engagement practices
that drive sales growth. The interview process further served as a valuable exercise in
self-evaluation for the participating businesses, allowing them to reflect on their current
online community management approaches. Overall, the strategies identified in this
study can be applied to strengthen online community engagement and improve
business performance. The study suggests possible solutions by finding workable
strategies, and it highlights possible solutions that can guide retailers to improve
community management practices, foster stronger customer engagement, and
enhance long-term brand loyalty and sales performance. In addition, this study adds
to the literature on digital retail by applying the OCLCM in a developing economy. It

extends the model by stressing digital literacy as a key cross-stage mitigation factor.

6.6 Limitations identified during data analysis
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The study is subject to certain limitations that warrant acknowledgment. One key
limitation concerns the scarcity of existing literature on online community management
within the South African retail sector. Most prior studies have been conducted in
developed countries, which limits the availability of contextualised theoretical and
empirical evidence to support local analysis. This gap in the literature may constrain
the generalisability of the findings to broader contexts beyond South Africa.
Furthermore, limited access to senior-level participants with extensive experience in
managing online communities may have reduced the depth of strategic insights

obtained.

6.7 Recommendations

On account of the study outcomes, the following are recommendations on managing
and sustaining online communities within the digital retail environment: Continually
promote great interactions with fast responses to manage online communities more
efficiently. This can be accomplished through clear community policy and guidelines,
and also through quick response times of about 1 to 2 hours. Ensure to put in place
sufficient moderation and moderation tools, such as advanced Al tools, to facilitate
moderation in dealing with harassment and hate speech, which are often rife in online
communities. Continually update community guidelines and also improve tools such
as Sprout to be more reliable. Promote capacity building, such as staff capacity
building, to deal with issues peculiar to online communities. Implement paid Ads for
tech-savvy audiences and provide vouchers to members, and also organise
competitions for retention to attract new members and retain old members. Because
the data showed that moderation issues increase throughout the growth phase
(establishment), businesses should invest in scalable Al moderation capabilities at this

point to ensure community health.

6.8 Suggestions for future Research

Building upon the limitations identified in this study, several recommendations are
proposed for future research. First, scholars should address the scarcity of South
African literature on online community management by conducting more context-
specific studies that reflect local business environments. Future research should also

include participants from diverse sectors beyond retail to enhance the generalisability
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of findings. In addition, involving senior managers or executives could provide deeper

insights into strategic decision-making processes for sustaining online communities.

112



REFERENCES
Abazat, M. (2006). Changing consumer cultures of Modern Egypt: Cairo’s urban
reshaping. (1st ed.). Cairo: Brill-Leiden co-published with AUC Press.

Adams, J., Khan, H.T., Raeside, R., & White, D. (2007). Research methods for

graduate business and social science students (1st ed.). New Delhi: Sage.

Adeoye-Olatunde, O.A. and Olenik, N.L., (2021). Research and scholarly methods:
Semi-structured interviews, Journal of the American College of Clinical Pharmacy,
4(10), pp.1358-1367.

Al-azzam, A.F. and Al-mizeed, K. (2021). The effect of digital marketing on purchasing
decisions: A case study in Jordan. The Journal of Asian Finance, Economics and
Business, 8(5), 455-463.

Ao, L., Bansal, R., Pruthi, N., & Khaskheli, M. B. (2023). Impact of social media
influencers on customer engagement and purchase intention: A meta-analysis.
Sustainability, 15(3), 2744. https://doi.org/10.3390/su15032744.

Asad, M.M., Mohajerani, N.S. & Nourseresh, M. (2016). Prioritizing factors affecting
customer satisfaction in the internet banking system based on cause-and-effect

relationships. Procedia Economics and Finance, 36, 210-219.

Assefa, M. (2023). COVID-19 Lockdown restrictions and small business survival
strategy: Government supporting schemes. Business Perspectives and Research,
11(2), 227-245.

Aumann, A., Heiberger, L., Schmidt, C., Schnebel, S., & Weitzel, H. (2023). Putting
the pieces together: combining interdependent support structures for fostering digital
competencies of pre-service teachers in a project-based approach. In 15th
International Conference on Education and New Learning Technologies, Palma,
Spain, pp. 2510-2516.

Azeem, M., Salfi, N.A. and Dogar, A.H., (2012). Usage of NVivo software for qualitative

data analysis, Academic Research International, 2(1), pp.262-266.

113


https://doi.org/10.3390/su15032744

Balmer, D.F., Varpio, L., Bennett, D. and Teunissen, P.W., (2021). Longitudinal
qualitative research in medical education: Time to conceptual Benson ise time,
Medical Education, 55(11), pp.1253-1260.

Baxter, G. & Hainey, T. (2023). Remote learning in the context of COVID-19:
Reviewing the effectiveness of synchronous online delivery, Journal of Research in

Innovative Teaching & Learning, 16(1), 67-81.

Baxter, |., Upendram, S. and Lerner, M., (2021). Bridging the digital divide: challenges

and opportunities in rural broadband access and adoption in Tennessee.

Barsha, S. and Munshi, S.A., 2024. Implementing artificial intelligence in library
services: a review of current prospects and challenges of developing countries. Library
Hi Tech News, 41(1), pp.7-10.

Benson, P., (2014). Narrative inquiry in applied linguistics research, Annual Review of
Applied Linguistics, 34, pp.154-170.

Berger-Grabner, D., (2021). Strategic retail management and brand management:
Trends, tactics, and examples. Walter de Gruyter GmbH & Co KG. 2.4.2.4 Enhance

Boddy, C.R., (2016). Sample size for qualitative research: Qualitative market research,

An international journal, 19(4), pp.426-432.
Bowden, J. & Mirzaei, A. (2021). Consumer engagement within retail communication
channels: An examination of online brand communities and digital content marketing

initiatives. European Journal of Marketing, 55(5), 1411-1439.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative
Research in Psychology, 3(2): 77-101.

Burns, M., Bally, J., Burles, M., Holtslander, L., & Peacock, S. (2022). Constructivist

grounded theory or interpretive phenomenology? Methodological choices within

114



specific study contexts. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 2,
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069221077758.

Campbell, S., Greenwood, M., Prior, S., Shearer, T., Walkem, K., Young, S., . ..
Walker, K. (2020). Purposive sampling: Complex or simple? Research case

examples,” Journal of Research in Nursing, 25(8), 652-661.

Chan, T.K.H., Zhou, X., Cheung, C.M.K.,, Lee, M.K.O., & Lee, ZW.Y. (2014).
Antecedents and consequences of customer engagement in online brand

communities. Journal of Marketing Analytics, 2(2), 81-97.

Chen, X., Sun, X,, Yan, D., & Wen, D. (2020). Perceived sustainability and customer
engagement in the online shopping environment: The rational and emotional

perspectives. Sustainability, 12(7), 2674.

Cheng, F.-F., Wu, C.-S., & Chen, Y.-C. (2020). Creating customer loyalty in online

brand communities. Computers in Human Behavior, 107, 105752.

Cheng, R. & Zachry, M. (2020). Building community knowledge in online competitions:
Motivation, practices and challenges. Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer
Interaction, 4(CSCW2), 1-22.

Chohan, S.R. & Hu, G. (2022). Strengthening digital inclusion through e-government:
Cohesive ICT training programs to intensify digital competency. Information

Technology for Development, 28(1), 16-38.

Clandinin, D. J., & Connelly, F. M. (2000). Narrative inquiry: Experience and story in
qualitative research, Jossey-Bass.

Coleman, R. (2020). Making, managing and experiencing ‘the now’: Digital media and

the compression and pacing of ‘real-time.” New Media & Society, 22(9), 1680-1698.

Creswell, J. (2014). Educational research planning, conducting, and evaluating

quantitative and qualitative research (4th ed.). New York: Pearson.

115


https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069221077758

Creswell, J.W. & Plano Clark, V.L. (2017). Designing and conducting mixed methods
research, 3rd edn. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.

Creswell, J.W. (2013). Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing Among
Five Approaches, 3rd ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.

Crossman, A. (2017). An overview of qualitative research methods. Available at:

https://www.thoughtco.com

Dineva, D. & Daunt, K.L. (2023). Reframing online brand community management:
consumer conflicts, their consequences and moderation. European Journal of
Marketing, 57(10), 2653-2682.

Dover, G. & Kelman, G. (2018). Emergence of online communities: Empirical evidence
and theory, PLOS ONE. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0205167

Einwiller, S. & Steilen, S. (2015). Handling complaints on social network sites: An
analysis of complaints and complaint responses on Facebook and Twitter pages of

large US companies, Public Relations Review, 41(2), pp. 195-204.

Enworo, O.C., (2023). Application of Guba and Lincoln's parallel criteria to assess
trustworthiness of qualitative research on indigenous social protection systems,

Qualitative research journal, 23(4), pp.372-384.

Fereday, J. & Muir-Cochrane, E. (2006). Demonstrating rigor using thematic analysis:
A hybrid approach of inductive and deductive coding and theme development,

International Journal of Qualitative Research, 5, 80-92.
Forde-Johnston, C., Butcher, D., & Aveyard, H. (2023). An integrative review exploring
the impact of electronic health records (EHR ) on the quality of nurse—patient

interactions and communication, Journal of Advanced Nursing, 79(1), 48-67.

Francis, J.J., Johnston, M., Robertson, C., Glidewell, L., Entwistle, V., Eccles, M.P.
and Grimshaw, J.M., (2010). What is an adequate sample size? Operationalising data

116


https://www.thoughtco.com/
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0205167

saturation for theory-based interview studies, Psychology and health, 25(10), pp.1229-
1245.

Frattini, J., Fischbach, J., Fucci, D., Unterkalmsteiner, M., & Mendez, D. (2024).
Replications, revisions, and reanalyses: Managing variance theories in software
engineering. https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2412.12634

Gamil, Y. & Abd Rahman, |. (2023). Studying the relationship between causes and
effects of poor communication in construction projects using PLS-SEM approach.
Journal of Facilities Management, 21(1), 102-148.

Ganesh, B. & Bright, J. (2020). Countering extremists on social media: Challenges for

strategic communication and content moderation. Policy & Internet, 12(1), 6-19.

Gawer, A. (2022). Digital platforms and ecosystems: Remarks on the dominant

organizational forms of the digital age. Innovation, 24(1), 110-124.

Gillespie, T. (2018). Custodians of the internet: Platforms, content moderation, and the

hidden decisions that shape social media. New Haven: Yale University Press.

Gillespie, T. (2020). Content moderation, Al, and the question of scale. Big Data &
Society, 7(2), 2053951720943234. https://doi.org/10.1177/2053951720943234

Gillespie, T. (2022). Do not recommend? Reduction as a form of content moderation.
Social Media & Society, 8(3), 20563051221117552.
https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051221117552

Gkikas, D.C., Tzafilkou, K., Theodoridis, P.K., Garmpis, A., & Gkikas, M.C. (2022).
How do text characteristics impact user engagement in social media posts: Modeling
content readability, length, and hashtag number in Facebook? International Journal of
Information Management Data Insights, 2(1), 100067.
https://doi.org/10.1016/}.jjimei.2022.100067

117


https://doi.org/10.1177/2053951720943234
https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051221117552
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jjimei.2022.100067

Glaser, B., & Strauss, A. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for

qualitative research. Mill Valley, CA: Sociology Press.

Grant, D.B., Banomyong, R., & Gibson, B.J. (2024). A brave new world for retail
logistics and SCM in the 2020s and beyond. International Journal of Logistics
Research and Applications, 27(11), 1925-1938.

Gupta, A.S., Mukherjee, J., & Garg, R. (2023). Retailing during the COVID-19 lifecycle:
A bibliometric study. International Journal of Retail & Distribution Management, 51(11),
1413-1476.

Halachev, P. (2024). Gamification as an e-learning tool: A Literature Review. E-

Learning Innovations Journal, 2(2), 4-20.

Har, L.L., Rashid, U.K., Chuan, L.T., Sen, S.C., & Xia, L.Y. (2022). Revolution of the
retail industry: From the perspective of retail 1.0 to 4.0. Procedia Computer Science,
200, 1615-1625.

Hazari, A. (2023). Introduction to research methodology. In Hazari, A., Research
methodology for allied health professionals. Singapore: Springer Nature Singapore,
pp. 1-6. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-99-8925-6 1.

Heller, B., (2021). Enlisting useful idiots: The ties between online harassment and
disinformation, Colo. Tech. LJ, 19, p.19.

Hendricks, K. and Louw-Potgieter, J., (2012). A theory evaluation of an induction

programme, SA Journal of human resource management, 10(3), pp.1-9.
Homburg, C., Ehm, L. and Artz, M., (2015). Measuring and managing consumer

sentiment in an online community environment, Journal of Marketing Research, 52(5),
pp.629-641.

118


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-99-8925-6_1

Horta Ribeiro, M. et al. (2025). Post guidance for online communities. Proceedings of
the ACM on human-computer interaction, 9(2), pp.1-26.
https://doi.org/10.1145/3711046

https://lumivero.com/

Huang, T.-C., Liao, Y.-K., & Tsai, F.-J. (2020) Cloud-based transaction system and

method capable of providing neural network training model in supervised state.

Hudspeth, D., (1990). The electronic bulletin board: Appropriate technology,
Educational Technology, 30(7), pp.40-43.

Idkhan, A.M. & Idris, Muh.M. (2023). The impact of user satisfaction in the use of E-
learning systems in higher education: A CB-SEM approach. International Journal of

Environment, Engineering and Education, 5(3), 100-110.

Iriberri, A. & Leroy, G. (2009). A life-cycle perspective on online community success.
ACM Computing Surveys, 41(2), 1-29.

lzogo, E.E. and Jayawardhena, C., (2018). Online shopping experience in an
emerging e-retailing market, Journal of Research in Interactive Marketing, 12(2),
pp.193-214.

Jhaver, S., Zhang, A.Q., Chen, Q.Z., Natarajan, N., Wang, R., & Zhang, A.X. (2023).
Personalizing content moderation on social media: User perspectives on moderation
choices, interface design, and labor. Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer
Interaction, 7(CSCW2), 1-33. https://doi.org/10.1145/3610080

Jiang, G., Shang, J., Liu, W., Feng, X. and Lei, J., (2020). Modeling the dynamics of
online review life cycle: Role of social and economic moderations, European Journal
of Operational Research, 285(1), pp.360-379.

Johora, F.T., Hasan, R., Farabi, S.F., Alam, M.Z., Sarkar, M.Il. & Al Mahmud, M.A.
(2024). Al Advances: Enhancing Banking Security with Fraud Detection. in 2024 First

International Conference on Technological Innovations and Advanced Computing

119


https://lumivero.com/
https://doi.org/10.1145/3610080

(TIACOMP), Bali, 29-30 June 2024, 289-294.
https://doi.org/10.1109/tiacomp64125.2024.00055

Jones, H.W. (2023). Oversimplification of systems engineering goals, processes, and
criteria in NASA space life support. INCOSE International Symposium, 33(1), pp.
1013-1028. https://doi.org/10.1002/iis2.13067

Jordas, A., (2023). How to identify the right collaboration partner?: A qualitative study

of Finnish Instagram micro-influencers.

Junjie, M. & Yingxin, M. (2022). The discussions of positivism and interpretivism.

Global Academic Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences, 4(1), 10-14.

Kallio, H., Pietila, A.M., Johnson, M. and Kangasniemi, M., (2016). Systematic
methodological review: developing a framework for a qualitative semi-structured

interview guide, Journal of advanced nursing, 72(12), pp.2954-2965.

Knevel, R. & Liao, K.P. (2023). From real-world electronic health record data to real-
world results using artificial intelligence. Annals of the Rheumatic Diseases, 82(3),
306-311.

Kolbitsch, J. and Maurer, H.A., (2006). The transformation of the Web: How emerging
communities shape the information we consume, J. Univers. Comput. Sci., 12(2),
pp.187-213.

Kollmann, T., Stockmann, C., & Kuckertz, A. (2019). The impact of business size on
innovation and performance in SMEs, Journal of Business Venturing, 34(3), pp. 345-
360.

Kovalev, S. (2023). Proceedings of the seventh international scientific conference
intelligent information technologies for industry (IITI'23): Volume 2. 1st ed. Cham:
Springer International Publishing AG (Lecture Notes in Networks and Systems Series,
v. 777).

120


https://doi.org/10.1109/tiacomp64125.2024.00055
https://doi.org/10.1002/iis2.13067

Kuckertz, A., Hinderer, S., Flecker, J., & Menzel, C. (2020). Startups in times of crisis—
A rapid response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Journal of Business Venturing Insights,
14, p.e00169.

Kumar, V. & Ayodeji, O.G. (2021). E-retail factors for customer activation and
retention: An empirical study from Indian e-commerce customers. Journal of Retailing
and Consumer Services, 59, 102399.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2020.102399

Landgren, E. and Lidberg, M., (2021). Managing negative eWOM in the retail industry:

A qualitative study of proactive and reactive strategies.

Latham, J. (2014). Qualitative sample size — how many participants are enough?

Available at: http://johnlatham.me/many-participants-enough/

Lee, J.K., Park, J., Gregor, S., & Yoon, V. (2021). Axiomatic theories and improving
the relevance of information systems research. Information Systems Research, 32(1),
147-171.

Leidner, D.E., Gonzalez, E. and Koch, H., (2020). An affordance perspective of
enterprise social media and organizational socialization, in Strategic Information

Management (pp. 364-402). Routledge.
Lemstra, W., (2013). From e-Government to e-Governance: A Holistic Perspective on
the Role of ICTs. In From Government to E-Governance, Public Administration in the

Digital Age (pp. 1-24). IGI Global.

Leung, F.F., Gu, F.F. and Palmatier, R.W., 2022. Online influencer marketing, Journal
of the Academy of Marketing Science, 50(2), pp.226-251.

Li, C. (2021). Understanding online communities: The role of social media in fostering

digital interactions. Journal of Digital Communication, 15(3), 45-60.

121


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2020.102399
http://johnlatham.me/many-participants-enough/

Liu, X., Shin, H., & Burns, A.C. (2021). Examining the impact of luxury brands’ social
media marketing on customer engagement: Using big data analytics and natural

language processing. Journal of Business Research, 125, 815-826.

Lockett, A. (2018). Online marketing strategies for increasing sales revenues of small
retail businesses. Doctoral dissertation, Walden University.

Longmuir, F. (2023). Leading in lockdown: Community, communication, and
compassion in response to the COVID-19 crisis. Educational Management
Administration & Leadership, 51(5), 1014-1030.

Lund, T. (2012). Combining qualitative and quantitative approaches: Some arguments
for mixed methods research. Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research, 2(56),
155-165.

MacDonald, C. (2012). Understanding participatory action research: A qualitative

research methodology option. Canadian Journal of Action Research, 13(2), 34-50.

Mafini, C. and Dhurup, M., (2015). Drivers of customer loyalty in South African retail
stores, Journal of Applied Business Research, 31(4), p.1295.

Mahmood, N.Z., Ahmed, S.R., Al-Hayaly, A.F., Algburi, S., & Rasheed, J. (2023). The
evolution of administrative information systems: Assessing the revolutionary impact of
artificial intelligence. In 2023 7th International Symposium on Multidisciplinary Studies
and Innovative Technologies (ISMSIT), Ankara, Turkiye: IEEE, pp. 1-7.
https://doi.org/10.1109/ISMSIT58785.2023.10304973.

Maier, C., Thatcher, J.B., Grover, V., & Dwivedi, Y.K. (2023). Cross-sectional
research: A critical perspective, use cases, and recommendations for IS research.
International Journal of Information Management, 70, 102625.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijinfomgt.2023.102625.

Markey, R., Jgsang, A. & Pham, B. (2019). Investigating the impacts of conflict
management strategies on community dynamics in online social networks, Information
Systems Frontiers, 21(3), pp. 559-573.

122


https://doi.org/10.1109/ISMSIT58785.2023.10304973
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijinfomgt.2023.102625

Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. B. (2016). Designing qualitative research (6th ed.).
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.

Masiero, S. (2023). Decolonising critical information systems research: A subaltern
approach. Information Systems Journal, 33(2), 299-323.
Mason, J., (2002). Qualitative Researching, 2nd ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE

Publications.

McNabb, D.E. (2016). Research methods for political science: Quantitative and

qualitative approaches (2nd ed.). New York, USA: Routledge.

Melnikovas, A., (2018). Towards an Explicit Research Methodology: Adapting the

Research Onion Model for Futures Studies, Journal of Futures Studies, pp.23(2).

Mergel, |I. & Bretschneider, S. (2022). Managing misunderstandings in online
communities: Strategies for enhancing communication and engagement, Public
Administration Review, 82(2), pp.244-256.

Mir, LA. (2023) “Self-Escapism Motivated Online Shopping Engagement: A
Determinant of Users’ Online Shopping Cart Use and Buying Behavior,” Journal of
Internet Commerce, 22(1), pp. 40-73. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1080/15332861.2021.2021582.

Mohd-Ramly, S. and Omar, N.A. (2017) “Exploring the influence of store attributes on
customer experience and customer engagement,” International Journal of Retail &
Distribution Management, 45(11), pp. 1138-1158. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJRDM-04-2016-0049.

Mowery, D.C. & Rosenberg, N. (1998). Paths of innovation: Technological change in
20th-century America. (1st ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

123


https://doi.org/10.1080/15332861.2021.2021582
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJRDM-04-2016-0049

Nausheen, S., Rehman, S.U., & Murtaza, M.B. (2023). The impact of COVID-19 on
the growth of online communities: A study on digital engagement trends. Journal of
Community and Social Media, 9(1), 75-90.

Nitinkrishna, K.R., (2025). Investigating customer behaviour in the digital age: An
empirical analysis of online buying trends, International Journal of Innovations in

Science, Engineering And Management, pp.250-254.

NVivo. (2025). NVivo 15: Revolutionizing qualitative data analysis with Al. Available
at:

Ortner, C., Sinner, P. and Jadin, T., (2018). The history of online social media. The
SAGE handbook of web history, pp.372-384.

Paasonen, S., Jarrett, K. and Light, B. (2019) NSFW: sex, humor, and risk in social

media. Cambridge, Massachusetts London, England: The MIT Press.

Paczkowska, A. et al. (2023) “Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown on
mental health among the general population in Poland and on the availability of
psychological support,” Psychology, Health & Medicine, 28(1), pp. 179-188. Available
at: https://doi.org/10.1080/13548506.2022.2061719.

Palmer, P. (2021). The Four Stages of the Community Life Cycle, Leoni Consulting

Group. Retrieved from https://www.leoniconsultinggroup.com/blog/2021/9/11-

community-lifecycle

Park, E.H., Im, G., Storey, V.C. and Baskerville, R.L., (2019). Never, never together
again: How post-purchase affect drives consumer outcomes within the context of
online consumer support communities, Journal of the Association for Information
Systems, 20(1), p.1.

Patel, S. (2015). Saturation in qualitative research samples. Available at:

http://salmapatel.co.uk/academia/saturation-in-qualitative-research-samples

124


https://doi.org/10.1080/13548506.2022.2061719
https://www.leoniconsultinggroup.com/blog/2021/9/11-community-lifecycle
https://www.leoniconsultinggroup.com/blog/2021/9/11-community-lifecycle
http://salmapatel.co.uk/academia/saturation-in-qualitative-research-samples

Perumal, R. and Aithal, P.S. (2024) “Exploring The Nexus Between Human Resource
Management (HRM) and Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) In Manufacturing: A
Comprehensive Examination of Strategies, Challenges, and Integration Dynamics,”
SSRN Electronic Journal [Preprint]. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4684563.

Rasool, A., Shah, F.A. and Islam, J.U. (2020) “Customer engagement in the digital
age: a review and research agenda,” Current Opinion in Psychology, 36, pp. 96—100.
Available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2020.05.003.

Ratten, V. (2023) “Digital platforms and transformational entrepreneurship during the

COVID-19 crisis,” International Journal of Information Management, 72, p. 102534.
Available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijinfomgt.2022.102534.

Resnik, D. B. (2020). What is Ethics in Research & Why is it Important?’, National

Institute of Environmental Health Sciences.

Reviglio, U. and Agosti, C., (2020). Thinking outside the black-box: The case for
“algorithmic  sovereignty” in social media, Social media+ society, 6(2),
p.2056305120915613.

Ridings, C.M. and Gefen, D. (2006) “Virtual Community Attraction: Why People Hang
Out Online,” Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 10(1), pp. 00-00.
Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2004.tb00229.x.

Ripamonti, L.A., De Cindio, F. and Benassi, M., (2005). Online communities

sustainability: some economic issues, The Journal of Community Informatics, 1(2).

Rosen, R. (1969) “Putting a Science Back on the Track: General System Theory .
Foundations, Development, Applications. Ludwig von Bertalanffy. Braziller, New York,
1969. xvi + 290 pp., illus. Cloth, $8.95; paper, $3.95.,” Science, 164(3880), pp. 681—
682. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1126/science.164.3880.681.

125


https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4684563
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2020.05.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijinfomgt.2022.102534
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2004.tb00229.x
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.164.3880.681

Sahut, J.M. and Lissillour, R. (2023) “The adoption of remote work platforms after the
Covid-19 lockdown: New approach, new evidence,” Journal of Business Research,
154, p. 113345. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2022.113345.

Saunders, M., Lewis, P. & Thornhill, A. (2016). Research methods for business

students (7th ed.). London: Pearson.

Saunders, M., Lewis, P. & Thornhill, A., 2019. Research methods for business

students. 8th ed. Harlow: Pearson.

Saunders, M., Lewis, P. and Thornhill, A., 2009. Research methods for business

students. Pearson Education.

Scauso, M.S. (2020) “Interpretivism: Definitions, Trends, and Emerging Paths,” in
Scauso, M. S., Oxford Research Encyclopedia of International Studies. Oxford
University Press. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190846626.013.522.

Schwandt, T.A. (1994) ‘Constructivist, interpretivist approaches to human inquiry. In:
N.K.

Scozzese, G. and Gelli, M., (2023). Lifestyle as a Branding Strategy for the
Sustainable Brand, EUROPEAN SCIENTIFIC JOURNAL, 19(22 (2023): ESJ Social
Sciences), pp.1-26.

Seering, J. (2020) “Reconsidering Self-Moderation: the Role of Research in
Supporting Community-Based Models for Online Content Moderation,” Proceedings
of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction, 4(CSCW2), pp. 1-28. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1145/3415178.

Shaheen, M. et al. (2019) “Engaging customers through credible and useful reviews:
the role of online trust,” Young Consumers, 21(2), pp. 137-153. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1108/YC-01-2019-0943.

126


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2022.113345
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190846626.013.522
https://doi.org/10.1145/3415178
https://doi.org/10.1108/YC-01-2019-0943

Shawky, S. et al. (2020) “A dynamic framework for managing customer engagement
on social media,” Journal of Business Research, 121, pp. 567-577. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.03.030.

Shin, J., Mollah, M.A. and Choi, J. (2023) “Sustainability and Organizational
Performance in South Korea: The Effect of Digital Leadership on Digital Culture and
Employees’ Digital Capabilities,” Sustainability, 15(3), p. 2027. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15032027.

Smith, A. & Johnson, R. (2022). Challenges of managing online communities in

business: A review of current literature. Journal of Business and Technology, 28(1),
87-105.

Smith, D. (2003). Five principles for research ethics. American Psychological
Association, 34(01), 56.

Smith, J. (2023a). Digital marketing trends: Leveraging online platforms for customer

engagement. Marketing Today Journal, 15(4), 234-250.

Smith, J. (2023b). Frameworks for online community management: Benefits and best

practices. Journal of Digital Engagement, 15(4), 210-225.

Stojanov, Z. (2016). Inductive approaches in software process assessment.

International Conference on Applied Internet and Information Technologies, 1-15.

Sturmberg, J.P. and Marcum, J.A. (2024) “From cause and effect to causes and
effects,” Journal of Evaluation in Clinical Practice, 30(2), pp. 296-308. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1111/jep.13814.

Sudarmiatin, S., Fitriana, F. and Hidayati, N. (2023) “The Implementation of Digital
Marketing in SME’s: Opportunities And Challenges During The Covid-19 Pandemic,”
Indonesian Journal of Business and Entrepreneurship [Preprint]. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.17358/ijbe.9.1.72.

127


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2020.03.030
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15032027
https://doi.org/10.1111/jep.13814
https://doi.org/10.17358/ijbe.9.1.72

Syerov, Y., Trach, O. and Fedushko, S., (2018). Effect of implementation of improved
methods of the life cycle stages organisation to the online community management,
arXiv preprint arXiv:1901.00736.

Szewczykowska, K. and Lgyche, T.B., (2021). The Power of Customer Engagement

on Modern Social Media Platforms, Copenhagen Business School.

Tay, L.-Y., Tai, H.-T. and Tan, G.-S. (2022) “Digital financial inclusion: A gateway to
sustainable  development,” Heliyon, 8(6), p. e09766. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2022.e09766.

Terry, G., Hayfield, N., Clarke, V. and Braun, V., (2017). Thematic analysis: Handbook
of qualitative research in psychology, 2(17-37), p.25.

Thaichon, P. et al. (2020) “Online relationship marketing: evolution and theoretical
insights into online relationship marketing,” Marketing Intelligence & Planning, 38(6),
pp. 676—-698. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1108/MIP-04-2019-0232.

Thani, X.C. (2024) “Ubuntu philosophy in times of crises: COVID-19 pandemic period
and beyond,” in H. Dickinson et al. (eds.) Research Handbook on Public Management
and COVID-19. Edward Elgar Publishing, pp. 243-256. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781802205954.00028.

Thelwall, M. and Nevill, T. (2021). Is research with qualitative data more prevalent and
impactful now? Interviews, case studies, focus groups and ethnographies. Library &
Information  Science  Research, 43(2), p. 101094. Available  at:
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lisr.2021.101094.

Thomas, R. (2006). A general inductive approach for analyzing qualitative evaluation
data. American Journal of Evaluation, 27(02), 237-246.

Tian, Y. and Stewart, C. (2006). History of E-Commerce: Encyclopedia of E-
Commerce, E-Government, and Mobile Commerce. IG/ Global, pp. 559-564.
Available at: https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-59140-799-7.ch090.

128


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2022.e09766
https://doi.org/10.1108/MIP-04-2019-0232
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781802205954.00028
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lisr.2021.101094
https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-59140-799-7.ch090

Torres, E.N. (2020). Online-to-Offline Interactions and Online Community Life Cycles:
A Longitudinal Study of Shared Leisure Activities. Leisure Sciences, 42(1), pp. 32-50.
Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2017.1392913.

Torres, E.N., (2022). Online-to-offline interactions and online community life cycles: A

longitudinal study of shared leisure activities, Leisure Sciences, 42(1), pp.32-50.

Trachuk, T., Vdovichena, O., Andriushchenko, M., Semenda, O. and Pashkevych, M.,
(2021). Branding and advertising on social networks: Current trends. International

Journal of Computer Science & Network Security, 21(4), pp.178-185.

Trotter Il, R.T., (2012). Qualitative research sample design and sample size: Resolving
and unresolved issues and inferential imperatives, Preventive medicine, 55(5),
pp.398-400.

Trunfio, M. and Rossi, S., (2021). Conceptualising and measuring social media
engagement: A systematic literature review, ltalian Journal of Marketing, 2021(3),
pp.267-292.

Umunna, J., (2021). Social Media Marketing Strategies for Increasing Customer

Engagement. Walden University.

Van Offenbeek, M.A.G., Vos, J.F.J. and Boonstra, A. (2024). Understanding variation
in subunit adoption of electronic health records: facilitating and constraining
configurations of critical dependencies. European Journal of Information Systems,
33(2), pp. 221-243. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/0960085X.2023.2225786.

Vehovar, V. and Jontes, D., (2021). Hateful and other negative communication in
online commenting environments: Content, structure and targets, Acta Informatica
Pragensia, 10(3), pp.257-274.

Verhoef, P.C., Noordhoff, C.S. and Sloot, L. (2023). Reflections and predictions on
effects of COVID-19 pandemic on retailing: Journal of Service Management, 34(2),
pp. 274—-293. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1108/JOSM-09-2021-0343.

129


https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2017.1392913
https://doi.org/10.1080/0960085X.2023.2225786
https://doi.org/10.1108/JOSM-09-2021-0343

Vidhya, K. et al. (2023) “Al-Powered content moderation: INTERNATIONAL
CONFERENCE ON INNOVATIONS IN ROBOTICS, INTELLIGENT AUTOMATION
AND CONTROL, Coimbatore, India, p. 050027. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0187620.

Walker, M. and Matsa, K.E., (2021). News consumption across social media in. Pew

Centre Research.

Walton, N. (2015). What is  research  ethics?  Available at:
https://researchethics.ca/what-is-research-ethics/

Wani, M.A., Agarwal, N. and Bours, P. (2020). Impact of Unreliable Content on Social
Media Users during COVID-19 and Stance Detection System, Electronics, 10(1), p. 5.
Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/electronics10010005.

Weiers, R.M. (2011). Introductory business statistics (7th ed.). Mason, Ohio: South-

Western.

White, C.L. and Boatwright, B. (2020). Social media ethics in the data economy: Issues
of social responsibility for using Facebook for public relations, Public Relations
Review, 46(5), p. 101980. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2020.101980.
Williams, B. (2004). Debt for sale: a social history of the credit trap, Philadelphia:

University of Pennsylvania press.

Wong, A. and Chung, S.W. (2023). Retaining consumer engagement in online retail
brand communities, International Journal of Retail & Distribution Management, 51(8),
pp. 1010-1026. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1108/IJRDM-09-2021-0413.

Wongsansukcharoen, J. (2022). Effect of community relationship management,
relationship marketing orientation, customer engagement, and brand trust on brand
loyalty, The case of a commercial bank in Thailand,” Journal of Retailing and
Consumer Services, 64, p. 102826. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2021.102826.

130


https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0187620
https://doi.org/10.3390/electronics10010005
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJRDM-09-2021-0413
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2021.102826

Yao, Z., Yang, D., Levine, J.M., Low, C.A., Smith, T., Zhu, H. and Kraut, R.E., (2021).
Join, stay or go? A closer look at members' life cycles in online health communities,

Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction, 5(CSCW1), pp.1-22.

Ye, L. and Yang, H. (2020). From Digital Divide to Social Inclusion: A Tale of Mobile
Platform Empowerment in Rural Areas, Sustainability, 12(6), p. 2424. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12062424.

Yilmaz, K. (2013). Comparison of quantitative and qualitative research traditions:
Epistemological, theoretical, and methodological differences. European Journal of
Education, 48(2), 311-325.

Young, C. (2013). Community management that works: How to build and sustain a
thriving online health community. Journal of Medical Internet Research, 15(6),
https://doi.org/10.2196/jmir.2501

Zhang, Yonghu and Zhang, Yifeng (2024). The Influence of Digital Literacy on the
Phenomenon of Deviation between Farmers: E-Commerce Sales Willingness and
Behavior, Evidence from Rural China,”Sustainability, 16(7), p. 3000.

Zhong, L. and Craig, C. (2020). A narrative inquiry into the cultivation of self and
identity of three novice teachers in Chinese colleges---through the evolution of an

online knowledge community, Journal of Education for Teaching, 46(5), pp.646-663.

Zikmund, W. G. (2010). Business research methods (8th ed.). Mason, OH: Cengage

Learning.

131


https://doi.org/10.3390/su12062424
https://doi.org/10.2196/jmir.2501

APENDICES

Appendix A: Ethical Clearance from Rhodes University

The appendix includes the provisional ethics approval letter issued by the Rhodes
University Human Research Ethics Committee (RU-HREC). This letter confirms that
the submitted research proposal has been reviewed by the committee and has been
provisionally approved pending gatekeeper permission. The inclusion of this
document serves as evidence that the study complies with the university’s ethical
standards for conducting research involving human participants and that final approval

will be granted upon receipt of the necessary gatekeeper authorization.
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Rhades Liniversity Human Research Ethies Committes
Room 8 & 24 Truro House, St Peters Campus
fakhanda, 6138

& +27 (0) 46 603 T314 & 8073

R]'!C'DES UNI"H'ERS'TY [ alh.['. f-cummiltes:iﬂ-"u.nc.:n
Where beaders leame FIES e rLL AC. 2alTasearchgatewayiethics
NHREC Registration number:RC-241114-045

2 May 2025
M Geitamina Fuanpheey Miadi

Email prinaminaiigmail com
Review Reforence: J23-8318-9732

Dear M Geimamim Fimbrey Mgadi
Re: Explring siegies uilised for rrmging and sustaining online comummites ina reail business envioment.
Researcher: Mr Geinamina Fimphrey Migdi

Supervisa(s): D Moses Moo

‘Tz ketter confrms that the above ressarch proposal has been reviewed by the Bhedss University Huonen Ressarch Ethics Commities (FLU-HREC) and
FROVISIONALLY APFROVED FENDING GATEKFEFER FERMISSION.

Gatekeeper permmission is required from the amgers of Woolworths (Logmarket St, Cape Towa), M Price (Masabalala Vengwa Ave, Dirtes) and Checkers
(Brackenill Westerm Cape)
Once the Gatskeemer perprission lettr's ha been paceived plzace forward it o the Exfics Coordinato, to fnalice your athirs approvl
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Sincarsly,

Dr Jamet Hayward
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Appendix B: Participant Consent Form

The appendix contains the gatekeeper permission letters required to conduct the
research at the selected retail stores. Permission was granted from the managers of
Woolworths (Longmarket Street, Cape Town), Mr Price (Masabalala Yengwa Avenue,
Durban), and Checkers/Shoprite (Brackenfell, Western Cape). These three letters
grant the researcher authorization to collect data within the respective retail

environments and ensure that the study complies with institutional and organizational

research protocols.

Letter from Mr Price
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Date: 16/05,/2025
Subject: Authorization for Research Diata Collection and Staff Interviews
Drear: Geoinamina Humphrey Mgadi

This letter confirms that Mr Price Group grants you permission to conduct research within our store
as part of your academic study titled "Exploring Strategies Utilised for Managing and Sustaining
Online Communities in a Retail Business Environment.”

We acknowledge the importance of this research in understanding and enhancing online community
management within the retail sector. As part of this agreement, you are authorized to conduct
interviews with selected staff members.

Please note the following conditions apply to this authorization:

1. Confidentiality: All collected data must be kept confidential and used solely for academic
purposes.

2. Anonymity: The identities of our staff members and the retail store should remain
anonymous in the final report unless explicit consent is provided.

We appredate your interest in including our store in your study and wish you success in your
academic journey. For any further support or clarification, please feel free to reach out to us.
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Thapdo Yeni
Manager

+27 31 310 8000



Letter from Woolworths

Date: 16/03/2023

Subject: Authorizetion for Research Dats Collection and Staff Interviews

Diear Gomamina Humphrey Moadi
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Online Communities in @ Retail Business Environment.”
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Appendix C: Interview Guide
The following appendix covered the research questions that guided this study. These
questions were developed in alignment with the study’s aim and objectives, and they

served as the foundation for the data collection and analysis processes.

Data Collection Instrument: Exploring Strategies for Managing and Sustaining Onaline
Communities in a Retail Business Environment
1. Section A: Demographic Information
a) Mame of Busines: :
b} Position in the BEusiness:
i Years of Experience in hznaging Omline Conumunities:
d} Gendar:
&) Aga:
f) Edocation Level:
1. Section B: Benefitz of Online Commmunities {Objective A)
ay What do vou consider to be the key benefits vour retail busines: gams from engaging
with online commmmities, and how have they impacted your overall successT
Answer:
b} Can you shera specific examples of how anline comammities have diracthy contribated
to your bosines:'s growth and successT

Anzver:
3. Section C: Chall in M ing Cmline C ities (Objective B & C)
a) What are the biggaest challenge: vour business encounters when managing online
conpmmities?
Anzwer:

b} What are the most significant obstacles you've encountersd while mamagsins
conummity platforms ™

Answver:
c) What do wou think sve the key factors driving these challenges?

Amnzwer: Mot providing clear informstion to our conmmuanity members sbout cartain products
may lead to these challenzes.
4. Section Iz Strategies for Managing Challenges (Objective D)
a) What strategies does vour retzil business currently use to managze the challengas faced
in anline commmnities
Anewer:
b} How efective have these srategies been in overcoming challsnges with onlins
conrmmitias?
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Answer: They are effective depending on the type of comummity you have, they are handling
the situation but they are not getting rid of it.
5. Section E: Suggested Improvements to Existing Strategies (Objective E)
2) In your opinion, what improvements can be made to enhance the management of
online communities in businesses?
Answer:
6. Section F: Online Community Life Cycle Model Alignment (Briefly explanation
of CLCM)
a) What strategies do you use to retain members and attract new ones to gIow vow
online community?
Answer:

7. Closing Statement: Thank vou for vour participation. Your insights are valuable in
understanding and improving online community management in retail businesses.
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Appendix D: Sample of Interview Transcripts
The appendix below provides a sample of the interview transcripts used in this study.
This sample illustrates the structure of the interviews, the nature of the questions

posed, and the manner in which participants’ responses were recorded for analysis.

Data Collection Instrument: Exploring Strategies for Managing and Sustaining Online
Communities in a Fetsil Busines: Environment
1. Section A: Demozraphic Information
a) Mame of Business : hr Prica
k) Poszition in the Busimaess: Operations Ddrectar
) Years of Exparience in hManaging Online Conmmunities: 2 years
d) Gendar: hiala
) Age 41
f) Education Level: Degras
2. Section B: Benefit: of Online Communities (Objective A)
2) What do vou consider to be the key benefits your retail business gains from engazing
with  online conununities, and how have they impacted vour overall saccessT
Amgweer: Cur online commmmin helps us undarstand local prefaremcaes and promote n-store
evants.
b} Can you shara specific examples of how online comammities have diracthy contriated
1o vour bosiness's growth and successT
Amgwer: We onca used 2 Facebook page to drive awareness of a new branch, which incressad
opening wesk foot waffc by 4094,

3. Saction C: Chall in M ing Online Ci ities (Objective B & C)
a) What are the biggast challenzes wour business encounters when managing online
conumumitiss?

Amnswer: Limited dizital literacy among some of our customers can hinder engazement.
b} What ars the most siznificant obstacles you've encountered while managzing
conumumity platformsT

Amswrer: Getting timely respanses from the busimess side due o mtermal commuanication
dalanys

) What do wou think are the key factors driving these challenges?
Amswer: Btaff capacity and underestimating the need for digital conmoanity manszement.
4. Section D: Strategies for Managing Challenges {Objective IN
a) What stratagies doss wvour retail business ouorently 1zs to manage the challsngas faced
in online communitiesT
Amnswer: We sppointed 2 comammity coordinator and integrated our CEM with Facebook and
Whatz App for faster replias.
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b} How efective have these stratezies baen in overcoming challangss with onlins
commnitias?
Answer: Engazament has improved by 30% and customer queriss ars resolved quicker.
5. Section E: Suggested Improvements to Existing Stratezies (Objective E)
g) Invour opinice, what improvemsnts can be made to enhance the manasement of
ouline commanities in busineses?
Anzvwer: Hire puulsilingual commumity manazers to incresse inclosivity nd compmmication
quality
6. Section F: Online Community Life Cycle Model Aliznment (Briefly explanation
of CLCM)
g) What strategies do vou uze to retzin members and atiract new ones to grow vour
online commanity?
Anzwer: Lovalty poins, custamsr festire staries, and competitions help retam usars, while
promuotions stract naw menbers through sharss,
T. Closing Statement: Thank vou for vour partcipation. Your meights are valuzble in
understanding and improving online conumunity managsment in retail businesses,
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