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Abstract

:

Reward-based crowdfunding has emerged in recent years as an interesting channel business that can leverage to obtain new financial resources outside the traditional ones. In this study, we explore how the creators of a reward-based crowdfunding campaign have engaged the crowd to create value and co-create knowledge to reduce both financial and market risks. Accordingly, we analyze the case study of the Kickstarter Campaign for Pathfinder Arena, a board game created by Giochi Uniti, an Italian Gaming Company. Through the lens of the social identity theory, we show that backers can generate the feedback processes needed to improve the product, when they want to belong in a community and when they want to interact with the creators. This research could have important implications for both researchers and future creators of reward-based crowdfunding projects, showing them the way to implement some instrument for involving the crowd to generate value.
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1. Introduction


Crowdfunding is an innovative mode of funding that, through obtaining support to a given project, allows companies to achieve the economic and financial sustainability of business. Crowdfunding can also impact the social sustainability enterprise by increasing the investors/backers’ confidence in the company as a consequence of crowdfunding in order to reduce information asymmetries and moral hazard problems [1,2]. In this regard, we can say that crowdfunding is more than a mere financing instrument and is, in fact, able to create different impacts, both market-related and organizational, while also creating other types of values, such as learning, testing, bonding, relationships, and self-esteem for project founders and target users [3,4,5].



Crowdfunding is an innovative phenomenon that has been under the spotlight in the last few years. It has attracted considerable attention from numerous scholars from different disciplines. Crowdfunding campaigns take place through platforms, mainly internet-based, which can connect two categories of users: fundraisers, often called creators, and funders, also known as backers.



Backers provide financial resources in exchange for a reward or a prize with the aim of supporting social projects or initiatives by providing financial resources [6,7,8]. Crowdfunding can be understood as an “open call” aimed at raising financial resources, outside the usual and recognized mechanisms, such as banks, venture capitalists, and business angels [6,9]. Indeed, Mollick “[10] (pp. 223–224)” defines it as “the efforts by entrepreneurial individuals and groups “—” cultural, social, and for-profit “—” to fund their ventures by drawing on relatively small contributions from a relatively large number of individuals using the internet, without standard financial intermediaries”.



The concept of crowdfunding is not an entirely new one, as similar financing initiatives already existed before the advent of online platforms. With the advent of the web, according to [11], the first forms of crowdfunding originated in the music and film industries, but it quickly spread to other sectors as an innovative and creative way for entrepreneurs to finance their ventures. In recent years, crowdfunding platforms have been met with some success as, on the one hand, consumers find these projects more and more reliable [12] while, on the other hand, funders are able to reach a greater number of customers and employees with greater media exposure [13,14]. Furthermore, a successful crowdfunding campaign may increase the creators’ chances of receiving funding from venture capital or external lenders [10,15,16].



The volume of crowdfunding business in 2020 saw a significant increase compared to the previous year. In particular, donation and reward-based crowdfunding has seen a significant increase of 38% (Starteed Group “—” Crowdfunding Report, 2020).



In the context of reward-based crowdfunding, in particular through the Kickstarter platform (the best known and most used platform), USD 730 million was raised in 2020, out of 37,581 initiatives, of which 18,642 were used to reach the funding target set (Top Games, 2021). In particular, the games sector raised a total of USD 237 million using reward-based crowdfunding platforms, with an increase of 33% when compared to the previous year. A third of this funding came from the Kickstarter platform alone, which is widely used by those who produce board games. Since 2009, the board games industry has raised contributions for USD 686 million on Kickstarter, almost 70% of the total funds raised through it (Tom Show, 2021).



The gaming industry has undergone considerable development thanks to crowdfunding platforms [17]. As noted by [18], the gaming industry is a particularly suitable sector for crowdfunding and has interesting features that deserve to be explored.



Several scholars have investigated the phenomena of crowdfunding. Major contributions have focused on equity crowdfunding [19,20,21], in particular on the role of sustainability in equity crowdfunding [22,23,24]. From the literature, it emerged that the interaction with the crowd represents one of the main sources of success for equity crowdfunding campaigns. On the same page, much attention has been given to reward-based crowdfunding. Most of the studies on reward-based campaigns have focused on the innovative aspects of this original method of financing and, in particular, much attention has been paid to the reasons for the success of the proposed projects, to the geographical origin of the financing and the importance of interactions between creators and funders of crowdfunding projects [7,25,26,27,28]. In particular, several researches have looked into the role of quality of communication [29,30], the role of community identity [31], and the role of interaction between funders and backers [32,33] for campaign success. However, the literature has failed to consider how the involvement and engagement of crowds may advance knowledge and promote product innovation.



The purpose of this paper is to investigate this gap. In particular, using the lens of the social identity theory, we investigate how the involvement and engagement of crowds may create value, advance knowledge, and promote innovation of the products in the gaming industry. In particular, we focus on a case study: the “The Pathfinder Arena campaign”. The aim of the creators, Giochi Uniti, through reward-based crowdfunding, has been to support themselves economically without relying on third-party funding sources. In fact, crowdfunding democratizes funding by allowing creators to reach non-institutional funding. In addition to funding, the fundraisers also acquire community support that validates the proposed project.



The company, thanks to various factors, including the continuous interaction with its backers and the clear and specialized communication ideal for the community of individuals, was able to reach and exceed the target on the first day of the campaign.



This research originality is based on the study and analysis of factors that influence backers to contribute not only financially to the campaign, but to become sources of product innovation as well. The use of the theoretical lens of the social identity theory allows us to study how creators’ ability to create and develop, through incentive mechanisms and interaction, a large community of backers which can fully identify with the values and expectations of the proposed crowdfunding project. This identification of values in the reference community allows us to predict and motivate the involvement of new backers in the support and funding of the crowdfunding campaign thanks to what is defined in the social identity theory of Tajfel and Turner [34], according to which individuals are part of a group and act on the basis of their social identity.



First of all, several studies have suggested that crowdfunding campaigns work better with a strong presence on social networks. Social networks can be seen as tools to start communicating with a community that tends to be really “engaged” and involved in the activity of the enterprise [7].



In addition, the results show how a crowdfunding campaign should be actively managed throughout the funding phase. The updates are a tool for accountability to account for the evolutions and events that affect the design activity [35]. The crowdfunding campaign represents an operational practice with which involves various corporate stakeholders in the processes of growth and development of the organization.



The gaming industry, with the emerging trend of crowdfunding, has experienced a significant boost [13], because it is well positioned to leverage the crowdfunding advantages compared with other industries (reduction in commercial risk, creation of the reference community, product innovation, pre-sales channels, etc.). The gaming industry is unique as it is based on external networks that can provide significant returns. Crowdfunding provides a mechanism for establishing a large customer base [36], it can also promote customer loyalty, and stimulate interest in new projects at early phases of their development [7]. For these reasons, in our paper, we focus on a case study operating in gaming sectors, i.e., the Pathfinder Arena crowdfunding campaign.



The paper is structured as follows. In Section 2, we present a literature review on reward-based crowdfunding and the role of the social identity theory in crowdfunding. In Section 3, we present the methodology used to answer our research questions and, in Section 4, we analyze the Giochi Unity case study. Finally, in Section 5, we present theoretical and managerial implications, while Section 6 presents the research limits.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Reward-Based Crowdfunding


In the past, the development of new products was the sole responsibility of producers [37], whereas today, companies are constantly looking for new innovative methods for designing products or services with accumulated knowledge and creative staff as the main resources. Today’s customers are increasingly demanding; this means that companies need to develop new products or services that are no longer just for customers but, rather, are produced with them to adapt as much as possible to their needs [38]. This has led organizations to include key users in the production and development of their product and service offerings [39,40,41]. Some authors claim that the development of new products and services is no longer a dictatorship of exclusive ownership of the company, but it is a democracy that also allows possible customers to participate by delivering feedback and comments related to the service or product they offer [37].



Some authors [42] have identified the Internet as a possible location for value co-creation with customers, due to its increased reach, interactivity, speed, persistence, and ability to engage users in collaborative innovation of products and services.



Regarding this, online crowdfunding platforms have proved to be an innovative and very effective tool for collecting capital and funding to develop and implement an entrepreneurial project.



The literature has identified two main classes of crowdfunding platforms: (1) investment-based crowdfunding platforms, and (2) reward- and donation-based crowdfunding platforms [6,7].



The first class includes equity-based, royalty-based, and lending-based crowdfunding platforms. In this class, the backers effectively invest in the various proposed projects and, usually, in exchange for their support, they expect monetary compensation.



In the second class of platforms, however, funders finance a given project in exchange for a product or simply because they support the cause, without expecting a monetary return of any kind [6,7].



This study will mainly focus on the reward-based ones, which is a phenomenon that has spread rapidly in recent years [43].



Reward-based crowdfunding platforms give the opportunity to the project backers to receive the product or service before it is officially placed on the market, in a similar way to a kind of pre-order [44]. This implies these funders are even more important than the so-called “early adopters” as they can provide valuable feedback according to their experience and they may discuss the quality and the features of the products and services [43].



Regarding the reward-based crowdfunding business model, Cumming et al. [45] reported two types: keep-it-all (KIA) and all-or-nothing (AON).



In the first case, the creator of the project keeps the entire amount of funds raised, regardless of whether or not they have achieved the goal initially set, while in the second case, the creator will not keep any of the amount collected unless the target initially set was achieved by the crowdfunding campaign.



As mentioned above, one of the biggest challenges entrepreneurs have to face is to obtain the necessary funding to support their projects [45]. Crowdfunding campaigns, especially reward-based ones, that are often financed by private individuals rather than companies [46], are a new source of funding that allows entrepreneurs to address a “crowd” of individuals geographically dispersed rather than relying on traditional sources of funding [7,47,48].



According to [49], the entrepreneurs’ main objectives in engaging in reward-based crowdfunding campaigns concern the collection of resources and capital in exchange for products and services based on the contribution offered and the increase in brand awareness for a large audience of consumers and lenders. Other scholars, however, such as [7,50], point out that reward-based crowdfunding platforms bring benefits that go beyond mere funding or raising capital, but are rather used as marketing tools to validate proposed project activities. In addition, the greatest advantage for crowdfunding campaign creators is the ability to share risks related to the sale of the product or service with the project backers, especially in the case of highly innovative product or service projects [51]. Finally, another motivation for entrepreneurs to choose this method of financing rather than traditional financing channels is the possibility of addressing a wider audience of individuals, who invest in a project because they are really linked to the values and cultural aspects of the activities promoted by the campaign and not only for the promised return on investment [52].




2.2. Social Identity Theory and Crowdfunding


The social identity theory states that when individuals are part of a group, they act on the basis of their social identity [53]. According to Tajfel and Turner [34], individuals have different social identities based on the different roles they play in the groups they belong to.



Studies have shown that individuals categorize other people as actors within or outside of their own group [54].



This preliminary categorization was used as a basis for studying the behavior of individuals based on belonging to a particular group [55] and why they make economic decisions that may seem irrational [56].



The social identity theory is also used to explain crowd behavior and the contribution mechanism of crowdfunding [57]. In particular, social identity has been shown to influence the way people invest and the projects they finance [58]. As stated by [30], understanding the social identity of the potential funders being targeted is a key element in motivating and influencing crowd behavior. Although crowdfunding projects and crowds are heterogeneous, lenders often rely on investments made by friends and relatives or members of their target social group [59], as well as supporting campaigns that are consistent with their own identity and aspirations [60].



In addition, it has also been shown that providing information on the highest bid amount received for a project and the frequency of news and communication to update the fundraising campaign has a positive impact on backers confidence and on the success of the crowdfunding campaign as a whole [61].



Crowds are often encouraged to support a given crowdfunding campaign based on intrinsic motivations relating to their social and cultural values [62]. In particular, the affinity between a crowdfunding project and the culture of a particular individual is an important incentive for their involvement. Culture is a system of values underlying a group or society that helps to formalize certain behaviors and people personality traits that are not present in other societies or reference groups [63]. Culture, therefore, can shape the social identity of the members of a group and significantly influence their decisions to support a project or not, based on the latter’s potential to satisfy this kind of intrinsic motivation [64].



There are several studies that have shown how social identity and the creators’ use of social media can influence the backers’ behavior and bring success to the campaign. For example, Ref. [22] showed how the use of social media and the frequency with which companies communicate with their funders can impact the success of a reward-based crowdfunding campaign.



Resnick and Kraut [65] confirm previous studies classifying individuals as members of a given group based on their social identity [34]. In fact, they showed that the bigger the number of individuals present on the Facebook group linked to a crowdfunding campaign, the deeper the relationship that is established between creators and backers, and consequently, the greater the level of contribution of the community. This demonstrates how the ability to create as large a community as possible is a key factor to the success of a crowdfunding campaign. Furthermore, they demonstrated how recruiting and grouping individuals with the same values as the reference community due to the sharing of updates and posts on social networks on the crowdfunding project can impact the success of the campaign as they influence the community participation and enhance their commitment leveraging on the subjects’ social identity. This implies that the creators need to create projects that can engage individuals even outside their own community of reference through sharing mechanisms that are open and inclusive.



Finally, another study on social identity in crowdfunding [66], demonstrates how the platforms and social networks associated with the campaign are key elements in the social identity and the different roles of members in the formation of group identity, i.e., factors which determine the success of the reward-based crowdfunding project.




2.3. The Role of Communication


Several authors have studied the possible aspects that motivate backers to support a specific crowdfunding project. In particular, the first to propose a study in this sense was [7], analyzing the data of the reward-based crowdfunding campaigns on the Kickstarter platform [45]. For the author, the most important aspect for the success of a reward-based crowdfunding campaign concerned the quality of the project communication. A crowdfunding campaign is often characterized by a series of standard information such as the monetary target to be reached with the collection, the description of the project, the final deadline for the collection, and the achievement of the established objective [67].



Subsequently, other scholars have focused on the quality with which a crowdfunding campaign is communicated to backers. For example, some scholars have put the attention on creators’ information (past experience, team members), project description (e.g., goal, video, and picture), and on the clarity of the language used in the description of the project to be funded [32,68,69]. Authors such as [66], on the other hand, focus their attention on the impact that the use of recurring words in the description of a project can have on the achievement of the objectives set by the crowdfunding campaign.



Hence, our first research question is as follows.



	
Which advantages may entrepreneurs get from their projects’ communication in the crowdfunding campaigns?







2.4. The Role of Community Identity


Some scholars have shown that the participation in a crowdfund campaign is linked to backers’ intrinsic motivations [28,62,70,71]. The intrinsic motivations concern one’s own personal propensity to support a project or a social cause based on the correspondence with one’s social, moral, and cultural values. The intrinsic motivations concern one’s own personal propensity to support a project or a social cause based on the correspondence with one’s social, moral, and cultural values. In this case, those who are motivated by intrinsic motivation do not expect any reward in exchange for their support [29,50,72].



Other crucial aspects in motivating the participation of individuals in the financing of certain crowdfunding projects are: the feeling of identity/community and compatibility of the project with its socio-cultural values [30]; the shared capital of the entrepreneur [7,22,73]; and the context of the reference community [31].



In fact, some scholars have shown that those who participate in crowdfunding campaigns do so for the explicit reason of expanding their network and, therefore, being part of a community.



A similar need for community involvement was also found in other individuals who supported projects to satisfy their desire to support causes or people, to reap rewards, and/or to have social approval [59]. Finally, as demonstrated by [74], one of the main motivations for those who support crowdfunding campaigns is the need to satisfy psychological needs for social contact and to identify with a group of individuals who share the same interests.



Creators increasingly use social media to engage customers in the processes of creating and developing their own business projects. The definition of “community-based innovation” refers to companies’ ability to create a community interested in the fate of the product or service offered [75]. Online communities are able to accumulate a large amount of product know-how and, in fact, in this regard, it has been shown how important it is for creators to communicate with their members to obtain useful inputs for the development of new products or services and to ensure a successful crowdfunding campaign. Hence, we pose a second research question:




	
Which activities may entrepreneurs do to build a shared identity in a community to enhance crowd engagement?









2.5. The Role of Interaction


Other scholars have focused on the importance of creator–backer interactions [27,63]. As demonstrated by [76], a reward-based campaign success factor is how frequently updates are added to the campaign by creators, while other scholars have focused more on how much the number of comments published, the sentiment, and the quality of their linguistic style could become indicative of the success of a given project [77,78].



Finally, [32] demonstrated how, in addition to these factors, the length of comments and the speed of response from creators are positively correlated with the chances of success of a reward-based crowdfunding campaign. This aspect demonstrates how the continuous interaction between creators and backers is a key factor in the financing performance of a project, and how the amount and the sentiment of comments are considered reliable information to make their investment decisions, regardless of the duration of the comment.



	
How may entrepreneurs improve the interaction between creators and backers to enhance crowd engagement?







2.6. The Role of Incentives


A third factor driving backers to support a given project, after the intrinsic motivations and the social reasons, refers to the extrinsic motivations, i.e., the motivations of those who decide to finance a project on the basis of the expectation of receiving a reward or compensation in exchange for their support [30,62,74].



According to [79], in the specific case of reward-based crowdfunding campaigns, the funders are also driven by intrinsic motivations linked to the experiential aspect of the promised reward, as well as by the financial motivation to receive a prize. In fact, backers are often motivated to finance reward-based projects also because they are happy to contribute to the promoted initiative. This aspect, according to the author, differentiates them from the motivations that drive investors operate in the traditional financial markets.



In this regard, motivating individuals to participate and finance crowdfunding projects becomes a fundamental resource for the success of the campaign [62].



Reward-based crowdfunding campaigns are structured especially on the use of pledges. A pledge is a sum of money paid by the backer to finance the project and, often, supporters are given the opportunity to contribute in different ways with different reward levels (expansions, deluxe edition, author’s dedication, etc.). In particular, through the example of some case studies, authors [80] have demonstrated the centrality of the pledges proposed by creators and the rewards for the type of contribution offered as an incentive mechanism for backers in supporting reward-based crowdfunding campaigns.



Another mechanism to encourage crowd support in reward-based crowdfunding campaigns, even if still hardly studied in the literature, is the early bird mechanism [79,81]. This is an incentive that allows creators to offer a prize or reward at a lower price and in limited quantities in the days preceding a campaign. This practice is mainly used in the very first days of a campaign with the intent of creating a broadcast effect on the campaign [82,83].



Finally, a key incentive mechanism in reward-based crowdfunding campaigns are stretch goals. A stretch goal is an optional extra goal a company can work toward if they exceed their original goal. This is a common technique in crowdfunding, where if a reward-based campaign raises a desired amount of money, they can ask for further contributions to support a specific purpose. If the stretch goals are met, then the backers will be rewarded with further parts or expansions of the product [84]. This kind of mechanism is widely used in crowdfunding campaigns to incentivize backers [85]. An important aspect that should not be underestimated is the level of difficulty of the stretch goals. As shown by [86], stretch goals that are too difficult to achieve, rather than motivate the backers, will have a negative value on their commitment to the campaign. Realistic objectives, on the other hand, are an incentive mechanism that can bring excellent results and often contribute to the success of a crowdfunding campaign [87]. Hence:




	
What incentives do entrepreneurs use to enhance crowd engagement?










3. Research Design


Our research was conducted with a qualitative approach based on a case study. The case study approach can be considered an appropriate research strategy as it may provide insights to facilitate the comprehension of the different aspects of an observed phenomenon [88,89], helping to explore a complex phenomenon when hypotheses are difficult to define before collecting research data, and to answer “how” and “why” questions [90]. The lack of prior literature and research about the phenomenon of the role of interaction in crowdfunding supports the development of an explorative study [91].



As reported by [89] (p. 18), a case study helps “to explore a significant phenomenon under rare, unique or extreme circumstances”. We wanted to provide insights from a unique case as a valid candidate for theoretical sampling [92,93].



In terms of reward-based crowdfunding campaigns, the most used platform is certainly Kickstarter [7,62,66].



Our case study is focused on the crowdfunding project of “Pathfinder Arena” by the Italian publisher, Giochi Uniti. We chose a company which operates in the gaming sector, as it is one of the main sectors that uses crowdfunding to finance its projects.



Giochi Uniti is a publisher and distributor of boardgames, role-playing, and war games, established in 2006 with the goal of becoming a market leader in the distribution of boardgames.



The establishment took place following the foundation of four companies in the Italian country, namely Vinci, Nexus Editrice, Venice Connection, and Stupor Mundi.



In 2009, Stupor Mundi took over the ownership of the company, taking over the boardgame brands and titles produced by Venice Connection, Idea Edizioni, Tenky Games, and Next, while, in 2010, gained ownership of Stratelibri from New Media Publishing.



Today, Giochi Uniti is a global boardgames distributor, best known for the production and distribution of internationally awarded products, such as Letters From Whitechapel and Kingsburg (Best of Show at LuccaGames 2007), and its latest boardgame in production, Pathfinder Arena, has been funded using a reward-based crowdfunding campaign on Kickstarter.



The vision of the company may be summarized by the motto: “gaming is sharing”. This conveys the goal and mission that its founders set themselves at the time of its establishment: to ensure that people can gather around a table to share unique moments and have some fun.



The Pathfinder Arena crowdfunding campaign is the first KickStarter campaign created by Giochi Uniti. The main objective of the campaign was to raise funds for at least EUR 50,000 to finance the start of the production process. As of 15 December 2021, thanks to the support of 942 supporters, the company managed to collect EUR 115,362, i.e., more than double the initial target.



The choice to analyze Giochi Uniti derives from the fact that it is among the leading boardgame companies. The choice to analyze the Pathfinder Arena campaign was driven, on the one side, from the opportunity to study the first campaign by an established company that is having considerable success and, on the other one, as the creators tried to interact as much as possible with the founders. Furthermore, the campaign had numerous updates and comments on Kickstarter; the company used different channels to promote the campaign; and, last but not least, it was designed to give backers numerous pledges levels (10) and several stretch goals (21) to further motivate them.



The study opted for a qualitative approach, using the methodology of the case study based on multiple sources of evidence. The research was conducted in two phases.



At first, an analysis of the content of the Kickstarter crowdfunding campaign was carried out to collect and process secondary data. In particular, the main and description section of the project and the section dedicated to comments and product update posts were analyzed. The Giochi Uniti Facebook page was then analyzed and, specifically, we focused on the group created specifically for engaging the community of followers. At a later stage, for the collection of primary data, an interview was conducted with Stefano de Carolis, Strategic Planner of Giochi Uniti. The interview was conducted online via the Zoom platform. The interview lasted 2 h. To avoid social bias, the interviewee was informed that the purpose of the research was exclusively for scientific purposes. Subsequently, the interview was transcribed and sent back to the interviewee in order to ensure that there were no errors of understanding or transcription.



The case study analysis opens with a brief presentation of the case to highlight the Giochi Uniti motivation to adopt, for the first time, a crowdfunding project to launch a new board game. Then, we focus on how the presence of a community, the communication, the interaction, and the incentives may involve and engage the crowds for promoting innovation of the products.




4. Case Analysis


This section discusses how Giochi Uniti manages its crowdfunding campaign and how they involve and engage the crowds, even as a source of open innovation. In particular, the tools and mechanisms which allow crowdfunding campaigns managers to stimulate backer’s active participation in the product development process will also be discussed. As highlighted in the literature, entrepreneurs may use reward-based crowdfunding for several reasons. One of these is to reduce the investment risk. In fact, crowdfunding can test the market before entering it, and can change and innovate the product interacting with the backers, significantly reducing the investment risk.



The case of the Pathfinder Arena crowdfunding campaign confirms this perspective. In fact, from the interview, it emerges that the choice to use reward-type crowdfunding is linked to the need to commercially validate the game. Stefano Carolis reports that:




“if the product is not made through KickStarter or crowdfunding in general, but traditional mechanisms are used, the risk is accepted differently and a little less daring. Crowdfunding gives you the opportunity to dare a little more because it allows you to already see how the market reacts as well as giving you greater visibility.”





Giochi Uniti used the feedback from its supporter base to commercially test the product as a way to design a more appealing product, further reducing the risk of a wrong investment. The choice to use reward-based crowdfunding allows companies and creators to mitigate the commercial risk inherent in putting the product on the market. Thanks to feedback and interaction with consumers, creators can really understand consumer preferences, with the possibility of changing some aspects of the product before bringing it to the market. For this reason, it is important to stimulate the crowd to not only financially support the cause, but to give the creators significant feedback. It is essential for creators to be able to create, through the initiatives connected to the reward-based campaign, a social and cultural environment capable of making supporters feel part of a group or community that reflects the values of its participants. As a result, crowdfunding campaigns often promote activities that can make their supporters feel heard as an active part of the co-creation process, rather than passively receiving the product as mere consumers. In the case of Giochi Uniti, this was linked to creating a strong and cohesive community. Stefano Carolis reports that:




“To further stimulate them […] it is essential that they feel to be an active part of a process, that they feel to be part of a group.”





4.1. The Communication in Pathfinder Arena Crowdfunding Campaign


The company has to communicate the quality of the crowdfunding campaign to stimulate the backers to finance the project. In particular, the information quality must not only concern the main information of the campaign and its creators, but must also be supported by several of updates to allow backers to constantly follow the product development process. Trust is the basis of a reward-based crowdfunding campaign and, through direct communication with their backers, creators must be able to instill that motivational feeling until the set goal is reached. Giochi Uniti was aware of the need to establish a trusted relationship with their backers:




“To further stimulate (the backers) in the product development process and make them participate in the campaign it is essential that potential backers have confidence, they will realize that the project will develop.”





Giochi Uniti tried to create a crowdfunding campaign whereby supporters and backers were given all the information needed to reduce information asymmetries. In addition, there was a very detailed description of the project which provided information on both the game components and the rules of the game, the game objectives, and the possible characters that the players can choose from.



In the name of transparency and customer loyalty, there was also a section called “risks” in their project’s page, which explained the shipping dynamics in detail once the game was financed, as well as the methods of reimbursement in case something went wrong afterwards. The campaign FAQ section was also very broad, with 16 frequently asked questions that aimed to answer all the potential doubts of their supporters in a concise and detailed way. As stated by Stefano de Carolis, Strategic Planner of Giochi Uniti during, the interview, most of the communication regarding the crowdfunding campaign took place using visual communication tools, such as videos and photographs:




“An important aspect is the use of images and videos in the description of the project. The visual information allows potential backers to view the product and how they can use it in its concreteness. This instills confidence in the supporters of the project because they are able to verify with their own eyes the progress of production and the characteristics of the product.”





On the company website, we found seven videos which explained the game mechanics, the rules, the characters, and the game settings. For example, on 7 June 2021, they organized a virtual session of “questions & answers on Pathfinder Arena” which showed the rules of the game, with some details on each character.



Later, on 29 July 2021, they posted a video on the progress they made on the first game prototype. A comment to this post explicitly reads “Thank you for sharing the process!”. On 14 October 2021, they posted a video of the game setting and a comment said: “I’d suggest putting a photo up of painted minis so we dream of one day painting them”.



Furthermore, after looking at the communication before and during the campaign on the Kickstarter platform, the creators constantly added photos of the new components and new expansions of the game asking for advice and feedback from the supporters of the community to create a sense of identity and affiliation with the added benefit to improve the product as a whole.



They posted 176 photos on Facebook of characters and settings in development in order to receive feedback in the different phases of construction of the game.




4.2. The Role of Community in Pathfinder Arena Crowdfunding Campaign


As reported by Gerber [47], a crucial aspect for motivating the backers to support crowdfunding campaigns is to create a community. Backers are motivated by an intrinsic motivation, in which the feeling of identity/community and compatibility with the project plays an important role. Participation in crowdfunding campaigns derives from desires around network expansion, and therefore, being part of a community [59]. Giochi Uniti’s management was aware of the need to create a stable backers’ community:




“To further stimulate them in the product development process and make them participate in the campaign it is essential that they feel an active part of a process, that they feel part of a group.”





As stated by the social identity theory [34,54], when individuals feel part of a group, they are more likely to actively participate. As a result, the creators must be able to create a community in which the backers can identify with and in which they can find their own social and cultural values. This allows individuals to behave according to sense of belonging promoted by the community itself. The interviewee states that:




“One of the most important aspects in the design of the campaign was to create a community months before the launch of the project on KickStarter, in order to already have a large community following us.”





In this case study, there were several activities that helped to create that sense of community and that encouraged backers to actively participate in the product creation process. Before starting the campaign, Giochi Uniti participated in two big gaming fairs, one in Italy (Play di Modena—3–5 September 2021) and the other in Germany (Essen Spiel—15–18 October 2021 in Essen).



During these events, the gamers had the opportunity to touch, and play with, the first game prototypes, which have later been refined from the first 3D printed miniatures of characters and monsters. In this way, potential backers had the opportunity to test the product and join a network of players. This allowed for a mutual information exchange between the company and backers. In fact, this has allowed the company to make numerous updates and improvements to the product based on the feedback found during these events:




“These events helped in obtaining a mutual exchange of information. In particular, it allowed us to improve the product and to undertake the crowdfunding campaign on a product that was already known to a large number of subjects and was also in line with their expectations.”





Equally important was the creation of a direct communication channel through which the backers could follow the production process of the various product components. Giochi Uniti created a Facebook group long before the reward-based campaign starts:




“The goal was to already have a hard core to rely on. The goal was to create a community of people, of enthusiasts who might want to support the campaign.”





For the same reasons, the company also exploited the most popular gaming platforms. This meant that the communication was addressed to a certain type of customers who could recognize themselves in the sponsored product and in the cultural values promoted by it:




“We have decided to post content on the main gaming platforms, such as Twitch, BGG and the Italian Tana dei Goblin, where the gamer communities are particularly active in order to stimulate them to participate in the crowdfunding campaign.”





Finally, the communication through well-known influencers in the gaming world also had a disruptive effect. In fact, in this way, the company managed to reach all members of the gaming community, sponsoring the product and creating a strong expectation regarding its quality, thanks to the positive comments of the chosen influencers:




“Before the campaign began, we had industry-wide influencers post content on the game and the campaign to create a broadcast effect, in particular, we chose the influencers who were most active in the gamer communities.”





The thesis of the sense of community was supported by posts and comments made by various followers of the project. In particular, the company created a dedicated Facebook group, even before the crowdfunding campaign was released on Kickstarter. Most of the posts in this group were updates related to the production of the project and the countdown to the starting day of the crowdfunding campaign. On the one hand, these posts are useful for creators to receive feedback and advice from supporters, validate the project in the pre-commercial phase, and mitigate the risks of selling the product in the market. On the other hand, the posts create a strong bond with supporters who, through their advice, push the company to develop a product in line with its expectations, with the sentiment of co-creators feeling equal.



From the analysis of the content from social networks and different sites (e.g., Facebook, Instagram, Twitch, BGG, La Tana del Goblin, Board Game Revolution, and The Dice Tower) related to the reward-based crowdfunding campaign, some interesting comments emerged which underlined how the company was at the forefront of creating a sense of community and how this was actually perceived by their supporters. Some examples of these comments are listed below.




“1000 FOLLOWERS OF THE PAGE ALREADY!—We are super excited to launch this project on the 23rd of November! Spread the word, Pathfinder Arena is coming on Kickstarter with a stunning young black dragon for free on day 1!”



—(Facebook—Pathfinder Arena Official Group)






“Heroes, 2021 will be the year of our crowdfunding campaign! We have a lot of surprises for the forthcoming months, but first of all, let’s take a look at the miniatures displayed so far! Help us to reach all your Pathfinder friends!—Gaming is sharing.”



—(Facebook—Pathfinder Arena Official Group)






“AND THE WINNERS ARE...—Fumbus and Seoni! They will be included in the first expansion box of Pathfinder Arena! It was a close battle between Seoni and Amiri. We have plans for our Barbarian too... [stay tuned]. This was just the first survey on the game’s components! Be sure to invite as many friends as possible to help us create the best Pathfinder Arena experience for the community!”



—(Facebook—Pathfinder Arena Official Group)





Comments such as these ones suggest how the company managed to involve the backers, not only in financing the project but also in the development of the game, and of its components. This, in addition to increasing their sense of community, created a greater bond with the product, allowing backers to satisfy their community belonging needs [74]. Finally, giving away prizes to receive unique and personalized components of the product stimulated individual participation in the community. Even the aspect of inviting friends to attend the event should not be underestimated; this type of request tends to reinforce the idea of community and the feeling of being part of a group that share the same interests and values.



Finally, to increase the sense of community, a tabletop simulator was used, i.e., a multiplayer video game that gives users the opportunity to participate in board games simulating a real gaming environment in 3D. This has helped users to understand how the game was really structured, as well as its main features and how it is played, which are relevant factors to those who approach the game for the first time. The opportunity to digitally download the game and to try it out before the start of the official campaign on Kickstarter allows players organize games with both other players and the game’s creators. According to Stefano De Carolis:




“The use of Tabletop Simulator allowed the creation of a sense of community because whoever wanted could get in touch and test with other players.”





This aspect is also highlighted by the comments made on the availability of the game in Tabletop Simulator published on Facebook on 29 November 2021:




“Try our Kickstarter on Tabletop Simulator now! Download Steam and Tabletop and sign up on the page below to start your legend in the Arena!”





From the board, we read many different, from the general ones such as:




“Hello! I wanted to ask, if any of the group members are interested in organizing a game on tabletop simulator, to try it out.”





To more detailed ones, such as:




“Now that the game with Giorgio Serafini on tabletop simulator is over, it was my experience with the Arena and I had a lot of fun and I can’t wait to propose it to my friends. You played a really good game, thanks again!”





This type of initiative encourages the members of the reference community to stay updated on the development of the project and participate in preview sessions of the game. This also allows the company to receive feedback and advice in return on the modes and components of the game that should be improved.



Another important initiative to stimulate supporters’ interaction and improve the sense of community was to create The Dice Tower’s Pathfinder Arena Live Gameplay.



The Dice Tower is a specialized board game site that brings together several individuals passionate about the industry who, through videos, articles, and audio podcasts, promote different types of card games and board games. The producers of the site have organized a Live Gameplay—i.e., an online game—to show the supporters of the project the fundamental characteristics of the game and its key aspects, as well as how it is played. This event was also very popular with the community, who were very curious about how to advance the level of development of the game and its main features. Stefano Carolis reports that:




“We found the partnership with The Dice Tower and their willingness to try the game in advance very useful. This allowed us to give a real demonstration to the backers of the validity of the project and the way in which the game is carried out. We received many comments following the event, very enthusiastic about the gameplay and the game in general to the point of wanting to increase their level of involvement in the project by aiming for higher pledges.”





The same goes for the contest organized by Board Game Revolution, another news website specialized in board games. In this case, interaction with the community was created by giving away a copy of the game following a raffle. Only those who described their favorite Pathfinder Arena monster in three words could enter the draw. In fact, the post in question was the post with the highest number of likes and comments from the community. Stefano de Carolis, Giochi Uniti Strategic Planner also certifies the importance of initiatives of this kind:




“Events with prizes up for grabs stimulate interaction with the community a lot and, often, even for the mere fact of being able to receive a reward, create a remarkable broadcast effect. Often, these occasions are also attended by individuals who are not exactly passionate about board games that participate for the sake of being awarded a prize.”





Moreover, they organized giveaway events, increasing the interaction with the community as the prize backers had to comment on the post and share it with as many friends as the can. This is another way to improve the sense of community and reach the greatest number of backers interested in the project. For example:




“#ContestAlert: One lucky winner will receive a copy of the “Pathfinder Arena” board game from Giochi Uniti in our #worldwide #community #giveaway!”






All you have to do to enter is like this post and follow the instructions in the link below:






https://gleam.io/XKbMi/pathfinder-arena-worldwide-giveaway, accessed on 28 October 2014.






4.3. The Interaction in Pathfinder Arena Crowdfunding Campaign


The interaction represents the fundamental moment through which the exchange of information takes place, i.e., the receipt of innovation proposals and product modifications. Interaction with users was also very important to prove the product’s commercial feasibility. The interaction between creators and backers was very intense, with 551 comments over 22 days.



There were also 31 updates from the creators, several on the first day of the campaign just after achieving the funding target while the company kept posting updates during the campaign, often addressed by adding new components or product expansions to share with the community.



In addition, in the comments section of the reward-based crowdfunding campaign of Pathfinder Arena, the creators responded with extreme promptness, clarity, and completeness to the doubts and questions of their supporters.



That is an example of an interaction:




“Hi Greg! It is a competitive game based on action points. The board can be modified by players pushing the tiles orthogonally. We are preparing a video update on the entire project and soon we will have the first prototype to show the gameplay plus next week you will be able to read the first draft of the rulebook.”



(Facebook—Pathfinder Arena Official Group)





Here is another comment with the same aim of solving a query from one of the participants in the community. In this case, the doubt relates to some aspects regarding the methods of financing the project:




“Hi Marco and thank you for being here!



-all SGs will include both standees + miniatures



-by pledging for 1 € there will be no free access to SGs, which are for free only for those who pledge at least the Basic pledge. However, SG will be available in the PM as optional buys.”



(Pathfinder Arena Kickstarter Reward-Based Campaign—Comments Section)





In fact, analyzing the sentiment of the comments, and their content as well, shows that the community appreciated the extreme accuracy of the answers which dealt with a variety of doubts.



The interaction mechanisms developed by the creators made it possible to stimulate backers’ support for the reward-based crowdfunding campaign. By frequently replying to comments and posting numerous product development updates during the campaign, it greatly stimulated the sense of participation of the backers, who often interacted with the creators to provide advice or opinions on how the product could be improved or on which components. This could be added to increase the overall quality:




“To further stimulate them in the product development process and make them participate in the campaign it is essential that the backers feel heard, in this sense the interaction is fundamental it is necessary to respond, it is equally fundamental that if a backers provides a message, it is listened to and shown in what way then the board has been integrated.”





Moreover, the interaction between creators and backers allows the former to constantly receive advice and feedback about the project in case there are aspects or components of the product to improve. In fact, the reward-based crowdfunding campaign reduces risk due to interaction with backers. Stefano Carolis reports that:




“The interaction with the backers allows you to create value, acquire knowledge, and innovate the product. With the interaction you can receive feedback, you can understand the preferences of consumers and you can and understand how to modify the product to make it more appealing.”





In fact, while the product was designed to be played by several players at once at the beginning, after the requests of various players through the social community, the creators decided to change this aspect and give players the opportunity to play in solo mode:




“The game we imagined and produced was a game for 2 to 4 people. Since many people had asked for cooperative or solo mode, we had it implemented during the campaign and developed it. It is feedback that came during the campaign and that we started developing during the campaign.”





There are several moments preceding the release of the crowdfunding campaign in which the creators asked for feedback from their supporters for the production of some components or parts of the final product. This strategy had various advantages for the creators, including reducing their commercial risk related to placing a product on the market that was already validated by a relevant part of its customers community, and the possibility of making backers feel important in product development and not just mere customers to sell it to. This should create a strong sense of belonging towards the campaign on the part of the backers and, therefore, greater support for the realization of the project. This kind of involvement stimulates collaboration, dialogue, and trust in relationships.



Furthermore, this kind of interaction with backers allows creators to mitigate the risk of marketing the product. The advice and feedback from the funders of the project allow the company to develop a product that is in line with their expectations and which, consequently, is more attractive in the sales phase. Here is an example (published on 24 November 2021):




“Heroes, as the campaign keeps going, we wanted to share with you the creation of one of the stretch goal miniatures: Amiri, the barbarian! Vote now for your preferred pose to see it realized!”





Then, we see the comment to the post which reflects the will on the part of the backers to advise and leave feedback in order to improve the product and its components, allowing the company to develop a product that is as in line as possible with the expectations of the reference community:



Jacob wrote: “Amiri is a Barbarian, not a Princess—Please don’t give her the “Romantic-Kiss Leg-Pose”.



Nathan wrote: “I’m not really a fan of either pose, but the right one is worse. Please make sure the proportions are warrior proportions, not fashion model proportions. Look at the official one, it’s really good”.



James wrote: “Please try and keep the poses balanced and sturdy. I’m really turned off by a lot of “action poses” like running and jumping. It just makes the sculpt seem weakened. But I print minis and it’s just a personal preference. I also trust Claudio Casini and support his Patreon, I know he will do it right. Keep up the great work I love!!!”



In these cases, the commentators give feedback to the company regarding a certain aspect that the character should not have. This type of interaction allows creators to reduce their commercial risk, as they receive product validation from their prospective customers before they even put the product on the market.



Other important initiatives to stimulate interaction with the supporters include the virtual meeting. For example, on 7 June 2021, they organized a virtual session of “questions&answers on Pathfinder Arena” in which they show the rule of the game and some characters. As seen from the Facebook video demonstration, some people intervened to suggest changes to the game modes and settings. As shown, it is clear how the interaction through different channels helps to create value. In fact, in the antecedent and subsequent phase of the campaign, the interaction allows potential backers to provide suggestions to improve the product.




4.4. The Incentives in the Pathfinder Arena Crowdfunding Campaign


Another important aspect to stimulate lenders to actively participate in the community is the use of incentives. In fact, incentives not only encourage individuals to financially support the project but also to actively participate in the community, providing advice and feedback. Giochi Uniti used several incentive mechanisms. These incentives are a key to a successful campaign. In fact, as demonstrated by several studies [81], the pledges and prizes proposed by creators play a central role in stimulating and incentivizing lenders to support prize crowdfunding projects. Stefano De Carolis told us:




“To further stimulate them in the product development process and make them participate in the campaign it is essential to provide them with incentive to participate in the campaign”





First of all, there are the early birds. During the first day of the campaign, the creators stimulate backers to participate offering a lower price. Often, this tool is used in a campaign for the first few days, often just IN the first 48 h, to stimulate early adopters in buying and to create the so-called ghost effect, thus motivating even those who failed to take part in these offers. This effect derives from the fact that in reward-based crowdfunding campaigns, the out-of-print prizes are not deleted from the menu in such a way make information about the previous commitment of the other backers public. This implies a positive stimulus on the future behavior of those who intend to finance the project. Often, this effect comes from becoming aware of a favorable purchase or financing option that was available until recently and is no longer available. However, this could be a double-edged sword, since those who have not managed to participate in the offers may give it up as they find the product more expensive than once was. According to Stefano Carolis:




“Timed pledges are very important. They give us the opportunity to concentrate the funding of supporters in certain time intervals. This is very convenient, especially when combined with the early birds strategy. In fact, as has happened to us, thanks to these mechanisms we were able to reach the goal we set ourselves in the first 5 h of the campaign. This meant that those who arrived on the campaign page in the following days were reassured and motivated to finance our project thanks to the high level of contribution already achieved up to that moment.”





Pledges and strategies linked to early-bird mechanisms, therefore, are a key element in reward-based crowdfunding campaigns, since they allow creators to stimulate the external motivations of their backers, offering a reward or prizes in exchange for a variable financial contribution. Finally, time-limited pledges offer a great incentive mechanism that creates the feeling of missing out on unrepeatable opportunity if the individual fails to contribute to the project in this limited period of time.



At the same time, Giochi Uniti included several “add-ons” to the campaign—i.e., pieces of the game for the backers to buy separately after the campaign ended. Moreover, they coupled the add-ons with several pledge levels; in fact, they designed the campaign with 10 pledge levels that the backers could choose from to finance the campaign, including a donation-based one.



The presence of different types of pledges influences the behavior of those who intend to finance the project. Motivating the backers to participate and finance the crowdfunding campaign is essential for its success [62]. In this regard, the pledges are the main leverage. In fact, thanks to the possibility of receiving prizes and rewards in exchange for a financial contribution to the project, the backers have a greater incentive to support the development of the project. Often, individuals are motivated by receiving the product or its components before anyone else as well as by the substantial discounts that are obtained in the pre-marketing phase of the product:




“Those who finance a certain amount to obtain an additional component or product expansion are pushed to further finance the project if it becomes possible to add additional parts to the product.”





The pledges, and the possibility to see how many people have already chosen them, give the community more incentive to take part in the project. In fact, several individuals do not want to miss the opportunity to own a limited edition of a game piece due to their support to the campaign, while others may dislike the idea of being excluded from the development of the project at all.




“The pledges act as an incentive for those who want to adopt the product before its release on the market.”





Pledges are the typical incentive of reward-based crowdfunding campaigns. They must be defined after an analysis of the product’s perceived value to motivate the backers in spending the money needed to finance the development of the whole product. Each contribution level gives the opportunity to receive some additional piece or expansion of the product. There are several different strategies which drive users to buy more expensive pledges, as illustrated by Stefano de Carolis:




“We must make sure that the backers always have the doubt that with their contribution level they are losing some really important component of the game and that, perhaps, by spending a little more they would be more satisfied with their purchase. An excellent strategy is that of creating pledges that are not too far from each other from the point of view of their cost, so that the backers, knowing that they will receive a greater reward by spending more, will not think twice on it.”





Finally stretch goals are used. The stretch goals proposed by the company on the reward-based crowdfunding campaign are 21 and are divided into three main categories:




	
Stretch goals linked to the achievement of a certain number of followers on social networks. In this category, five stretch goals are present, with four linked to the official Facebook group, while the remaining one belongs to the BGG page. These are the two main channels used by the company to create and spread its community of supporters, both before and during the reward-based crowdfunding campaign.



	
Stretch goals linked to the achievement of certain contribution thresholds on the Kickstarter platform. They are met when the funds gathered with the campaign reach a given threshold. For example, the main goal of the Pathfinder Arena campaign went from EUR 50,000 to EUR 140,000. Achieving these objectives allows contributors to receive additional components or product expansions, encouraging the reference community to increase their level of funding in order to reach them. The effect of these goals is based on the real possibility of the campaign to reach the last level of contribution. Unrealistic goals result in a net decrease in the backer’s motivation to finance the project. Therefore, it becomes essential to set these kinds of objectives by clearly evaluating the possibility of achieving them to attract funding from supporters.



	
Time-related stretch goals. In the latter case, time-related stretch goals are very important to motivate funders in certain time intervals, keeping a steady pace for the campaign. In fact, during the PathFinder Arena campaign, these objectives have been grouped in the last week to maximize the contribution level from their late supporters.








If the creators can create realistic objectives connected to the contribution system through pledges, there are excellent chances that the reward-based crowdfunding campaign can reach the intended funding objective [88]. Stretch goals are incentive mechanisms that strengthen the sense of community and push backers not to act individually with the aim of a single reward or reward but rather to act collectively in pursuit of wider objectives that can be enjoyed by all participants in the community.



The stretch goals are a key element to the success of a reward-based campaign. Stretch goals are essential for encouraging individuals in a reference community to participate and finance a reward-based crowdfunding campaign [85]. The existence of certain objectives to unlock extra elements of the product incentivizes the community to act collectively to achieve these types of objectives. Each company should carefully evaluate its own set of extra objectives to be achieved in order to avoid creating goals that are too difficult. If unreachable, the participation of the community in financing the project can be discouraged [87]:




“The stretch goals act as a stimulus to increase the level of contributions and give the whole community the opportunity to unlock additional components or expansion of the funded product.”







5. Implications


5.1. Theoretical Implications


In line with the previous study, our results expand the literature on the role of reward, i.e., whether reward crowdfunding was used to receive funds to support the project, or specifically to test the project commercially. As demonstrated by the analysis of the case study, the creators referred to the feedback and advice of their reference community for the development of products that were in line with their expectations. Mollick [7] and Gutiérrez-Urtiaga and Sáez-Lacave [38] point out that rewards-based crowdfunding platforms bring benefits that go beyond simple financing or raising capital, but are rather used as marketing tools to validate proposed project activities.



Furthermore, on the role of communication, our results confirm previous theories on the importance of providing correct information on the campaign, in particular for the description of the project and the use of clear and specialized language [30,72,77,78].



Important conclusions also concern the need for creators to create a sense of community/identity in which their supporters can recognize themselves [28,76]. This is because the motivations that push financiers to finance a project are often of a social nature and reflect the values and interests of a given social context [62,80].



As stated by Tajfel and Turner [34], individuals tend to behave according to the social and cultural values of their group in line with the theory of social identity [58,59]. In particular, social identity is a fundamental factor in crowdfunding campaigns as it is often able to influence the behavior and methods of financing of lenders. Therefore, as revealed by the analyzed case study, the ability to understand the social identity of those to whom your product is aimed by creating an ad hoc communication is a key element to create a community of lenders and motivate the crowd to invest in their crowdfunding project [30].



This is mainly due to the fact that individuals are encouraged to finance a crowdfunding campaign, not only for reasons related to a possible compensation or return on investment, but mainly for intrinsic reasons [80].



Creating a campaign that is in line with the crowd’s social and cultural values, in which one’s community of reference can identify itself, in line with the social identity theory, is a very important engagement mechanism that may help to create a successful crowdfunding project [34,54]. Finally, as shown by the Pathfinder Arena case, the combination of the social identity theory and the use of social media is also a key element in encouraging supporters in their community to fund the project. Adequately using social networks and constantly updating the project development can create trust among the financiers and encourage them to support the proposed initiative [22].



The role of the interaction between creators and supporters is also critical to the success of a rewards-based crowdfunding campaign. The analysis of the case study confirms what was stated by authors such as [80].



Finally, our study sheds light on the fact that creators or anyone who decides to create a crowdfunding campaign should place the necessary focus on the mechanisms that can incentivize backers to support a specific reward-based crowdfunding project. In particular, the tools of “early birds” and “stretch goals” are able to radically influence the financing behavior of backers, to the point of decreeing the success or failure of a campaign [84,89,92]. However, our results are not limited to confirming previous results, as they also provide important theoretical results. Specifically, our findings address a topic that has not been previously studied in the literature, such as engaging the crowd to create value and knowledge. Previous studies show how the quality of communication, the sense of community, the role of interaction, and the use of incentive mechanisms, analyzed with the lens of the social identity theory [34], guarantee the success of the campaign. In our case, the focus is not on how these tools allow the achievement of financial objectives, but on how these tools can foster the involvement of the reference community and generate value.




5.2. Managerial Implications


This paper also offers interesting results for practitioners. Our results show that reward-based crowdfunding may be used to obtain financial resources, and also to minimize business risks. Reward-based crowdfunding, in the presence of certain characteristics, allows founders to receive feedback that may prove fruitful in improving the product or service, letting the company enter the market with a product that is as satisfying as possible for consumers. To this end, however, it is needed that the crowdfunding campaign managers carry on different actions. The case study showed that the most important aspect is the creation of a sense of community. Crowdfunding campaign managers should develop, and implement, a series of activities to strengthen the cohesion between backers, so that they can not only financially support the campaign itself, but also support the product improvement processes. For example, before the launch of the campaign, we encourage organization around social events as well as the use of discount tools (such as the early birds mechanisms). This provides companies with a large audience of potential buyers who may interested in the products as the campaign, in its very first moments, creates momentum, making it possible for the campaign to reach its basic goals in a very short amount of time, even in just a few hours in some cases. The sense of belonging to a community acts as a stimulus for backers to not only financially participate in the production of the product but also through suggestions.



It also emerged that it is indispensable to ensure a good communication. We encourage crowdfunding campaign managers to use images and videos in order to better understand the characteristics of the product, which is also essential to allow backers to provide suggestions. Moreover, it is necessary to have an effective interaction. It is essential that the communication is not unidirectional, but bidirectional. The use of social media therefore appears to be the main tool to interact with backers.



Through this interaction, it is possible to obtain feedback that allows us to improve the product and adapt it according to consumers’ preferences, thus reducing the risk of entering the market with a unsatisfactory product. In the case of games, it is useful to provide demo versions in order to help players understand the rules and the dynamics of the game. Finally, an important set of tools to stimulate backers are incentives such as pledges and stretch goals, which enhance active participation in the crowdfunding campaign.





6. Research Limits and Future Research


The use of a single case study is the main limit of this research. Differently from a study using a quantitative approach, our results are not directly transferable to other contexts, nor are they generalizable to all types of crowdfunding. This is a qualitative and exploratory study based on secondary data and interviews aimed at investigating aspects that have not been previously studied in the academic literature. For this reason, the aim of the research is not obtain a generalizable model from our results, but to provide useful insights on a question still unanswered. Indeed, our contribution provides a deeper understanding and articulation of a specific case that could provide insights into the issues examined [94]. Moreover, we focus only on reward-based crowdfunding, so future research may focus on other types of crowdfunding. In particular, future research should focus on the use of pledges and stretch goals in sectors other than boardgames, or gaming in general, and it could also be interesting to evaluate their impact on campaigns that do not immediately reach their main goal.
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