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Where is the power in numbers?
Understanding firm and consumer power
when crowdsourcing

Matthew Wilson

Royal Institute of Technology (KTH), Brinellvägen 8, 114 28 Stockholm, Sweden

1. Don’t let your firm get Rickrolled

In their work on the unintended consequences of
crowdsourcing, Wilson, Robson, and Botha (2017)
provided examples of how crowdsourcing can pres-
ent an opportunity for the empowered consumer to
assume control over the firm seeking their help. In
some cases, the consumer can even hijack the

initiative to pursue their own agenda . . . which
may be in direct opposition to the agenda of the
firm. For example, in 2006, Chevrolet launched a
website via which members of the public were
encouraged to create short video advertisements
in support of the company’s new SUV model. Soon
after, the website was flooded with sarcastic ads in
which contributors touted the negative aspects of
the vehicle, including its low gas mileage and harm-
ful effects on the environment. In other cases,
consumers participate by making a mockery of
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Abstract This work utilizes the theory of social power as a lens through which to
analyze the power structure of firms and consumers involved in crowdsourcing and
discusses the managerial implications of this power balance. The results of this
analysis reveal how power is structured differently in each form of crowdsourcing,
with consumer power being strongest in the case of idea crowdsourcing and weakest
in the case of microtask crowdsourcing. These differences in power have implications
for managers who initiate and maintain crowdsourcing endeavors. Understanding the
structure of consumer power in different types of crowdsourcing allows firms to
better prepare for the wide range of possible outcomes as consumers inevitably push
their own agendas regardless of whether or not these agendas are aligned with those
of the firm.
# 2018 Kelley School of Business, Indiana University. Published by Elsevier Inc. All
rights reserved.

E-mail address: matthew.wilson@indek.kth.se

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2018.03.004
0007-6813/# 2018 Kelley School of Business, Indiana University. Published by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2018.03.004
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00076813
mailto:matthew.wilson@indek.kth.se
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2018.03.004


the crowdsourcing initiative. For example, when
the New York Mets solicited fan input to select a
rally song for the seventh inning stretch, online
communities quickly seized on the opportunity to
vote for Rick Astley’s “Never Gonna Give You Up.”
The song was selected not based on merit, but
because of its association with a popular online
prank. As Wilson et al. (2017) demonstrated, there
can be significant negative consequences to the firm
as consumers exert control in crowdsourcing initia-
tives. While understanding the range of outcomes of
crowdsourcing is a first and important step for
managers, it is potentially more important to
understand the root causes of these unintended
consequences. In other words, why does this happen
and are there forms of crowdsourcing that leave
firms more vulnerable than others? These two ques-
tions are the primary focus of this article.

To answer the first question, I turn to the liter-
ature on power and contend that the root of these
unintended consequences is a shift in power be-
tween firms and the participants of crowdsourcing
projects. In order for firms to extend beyond un-
derstanding what outcomes are possible to under-
standing the conditions that facilitate consumer
agenda pushing, it is essential that they compre-
hend the balance of power between consumers and
organizations in the context of crowdsourcing.
I utilize the theory of social power as a lens through
which to analyze the power structure between the
actors involved in crowdsourcing.

Crowdsourcing first appeared in the academic
literature when Howe (2006) published an article
on the subject. A copious amount of research has
been conducted on crowdsourcing in the interim, and
a recent special issue of Business Horizons further
refined the conceptualization of crowdsourcing as
based on a synthesis of impactful works on the topic.
This conceptualization by Kietzmann (2017, p. 2)
defined crowdsourcing as “the use of IT to outsource
any organizational function to a strategically defined
population of human and non-human actors in the
form of an open call.” As this definition implies,
crowdsourcing holds a number of strategic promises
for businesses, ranging from public relations and
human resource development to complex problem
solving. When crowdsourcing taps into a consumer
base, it has important implications for marketing.
For example, crowdsourcing can be used to engage
in the increasingly popular marketing practice of
co-creation, which is the involvement of customers
in the process of product or advertisement develop-
ment and decisions about pricing, among other things
(Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004).

Prpi�c, Shukla, Kietzmann, and McCarthy (2015)
revealed that crowdsourcing is not a one-size-fits-all

endeavor and that there are four types of crowdsourc-
ing firms can employ. From a managerial perspective,
it is imperative for managers to understand how dif-
ferent crowdsourcing contexts impact the ability of
consumers to push their own agendas. That is, the
balance of power between firms and consumers varies
across the different types of crowdsourcing, and this
power dynamic has implications for managers. In this
article, I explore the basis of consumer power using
Prpi�c et al.’s (2015) typology of crowdsourcing.

This article builds upon the works of Wilson et al.
(2017) and Prpi�c et al. (2015) in order to help
managers and academics alike anticipate the range
of outcomes possible from the four types of crowd-
sourcing. In what follows, I review the literature on
consumer power with particular emphasis on how
social media, mobile devices, and related technol-
ogies have shifted power out of the hands of firms
and into those of consumers. Then, I look at how
social power theory has been used to interpret and
explain this changing power dynamic and how it is
applied to a typology of crowdsourcing. Finally, I lay
out implications for managers, along with sugges-
tions for future research.

2. What is power?

Power is present as a factor in almost any social
context, from the interactions of children on a play-
ground to the shaping of policy decisions by politi-
cians. The effects of power are likewise ubiquitous;
those with elevated power experience more freedom
while those with low power experience increased
intimidation and greater social restraint. As with
many constructs, definitions of power vary across
fields of study and differing units of analysis. As the
aim of this article is to understand consumer power
and its implications in the context of crowdsourcing, I
focus on the commonalities among major conceptu-
alizations of social power in the literature. Across the
literature on power, one constant is the conceptuali-
zation of power as relating to the ability of one party
to influence or control another. For example, Weber
(1978, p. 53) defined power as “the probability that
one actor within a social relationship will be in a
position to carry out his own will despite resistance,
regardless of the basis on which this probability
rests.” This definition implies that power dynamics
within a social relationship not only dictate the ac-
tions of the powerful, but also involve the less pow-
erful party altering its behavior in some way to
appease the other party. Lukes (1986) argued that
affecting behavior is a principally important form of
power. In addition, power is often conceptualized as
the ability to control both internal and external
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