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The word community has many definitions, particularly within a business
context. Many companies say they have a community, but what that means
to them, and the role it plays in their organization, varies considerably.

In this report, we sought to capture the state of brand communities today,
specifically among leading companies. We analyzed Fortune Global 50
companies, as well as the top 50 businesses of The Wall Street Journal
Billion Dollar Startup Club (often referred to as “unicorn” startups) to
benchmark the prevalence of community programs, the purposes they serve
for businesses, and how companies are allocating resources toward them. 

We hoped to uncover patterns across industries, geographies, and
community types. We indeed came away with several learnings.

How the World’s Top Brands Invest in Community

To give companies the context of global community trends of financially
successful organizations
To inform the work of community managers by giving them an overview
of how top businesses invest in community
To compare global community trends by industry, location, and
community type to reveal opportunities in the market

Our end goals with this report are

three-fold:

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up
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Key Insights:

Technology $89B vs. $79B 31% vs. 67%

Average
valuation of

startup
companies on
list that have
community

programs vs.
those that don’t

Top industry
investing in
community
programs

Percentage of
top firms in Asia

that invest in
community vs.

in US and
Europe

37%
Percentage of

Fortune Global 50
organizations who

claim community, yet
only invest in

community relations
or CSR programs

63%

Percentage of former
unicorn companies

that have IPOed and
have community

programs

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up


4

How the World’s Top Brands Invest in Community

Table of Contents:

Methodology Snapshot
Definitions
How Common Are Community Programs

Community Programs by Company Industry  
Community Programs by Company Region 
Community Programs by Company Age
Community Programs by Company Valuation/Revenue 
Generation

What Are  the Reasons Companies Invest in Community?
Qualitative Insights & Future Trajectory
Appendix

Methodology Snapshot

The companies in our analysis come from two sources: the Fortune 
Global 500 and The Wall Street Journal Billion Dollar Startup Club 
(we looked at the top 50 from each group). 

Data about the community programs were gathered through 
public websites, LinkedIn, and private discussions with the 
company leaders themselves.

The companies in our analysis come from two sources: the Fortune 
Global 500 and The Wall Street Journal Billion Dollar Startup Club 
(we looked at the top 50 from each group). 

Data about the community programs were gathered through 
public websites, LinkedIn, and private discussions with the 
company leaders themselves.

https://fortune.com/global500/2019/
https://www.wsj.com/graphics/billion-dollar-club/
https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up
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With this data set, we looked at the following variables for each
company:

Do they invest in community? (Y/N)
What type of community programs are they creating?
Among those that invest in community, what industry do those
companies operate in?
What is the age of companies that invest in community?

We also examined trends by location and valuation.

Definitions

first, a community, that is, 
second, inspired, created, or influenced by a brand. 

Members who share a mutual concern for one another’s welfare
Members who share an identity founded in values (at least one
value)
Members who participate in shared experiences reflecting the
shared values

Community
Like many good terms before it, “community” has gone the way of 
the buzzword. Brands often use “community” as a catch-all label to 
describe an audience or group of returning customers. There is 
nothing wrong with audiences or customer groups; they just don’t 
constitute a community without additional and appropriate 
investment.

In our work, and for the purposes of this report, a “brand 
community” is:

An authentic brand community includes all of these elements:
1.
2.

3.

How the World’s Top Brands Invest in Community

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/blog/2018/9/5/mirage-community-an-introduction
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Definitions

increasing the value and satisfaction of customer service
bolstering the company’s developer community
creating feedback channels that fuel innovation
stewarding a space for customers to engage with one another between
purchases
reaching out to local communities
running a Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) program
offering employee-to-employee connection to streamline communication
and innovation inside the company, and/or
sustaining itself as a business (because the community is core to the
business model).

Note: For our analysis, we did qualitatively analyze programs that the
brands themselves label as a “community,” but we did not include these
programs that did not fit the above definition in the data. We did this so we
did not count programs that were using the rhetoric of “community”
without true community investment. All of the data included represent true
community programs.
 
Community Purpose
Throughout the report, “community purpose” is organized into specific
categories. These represent the general organizational purpose(s) behind
each community effort, which vary from company to company and
sometimes even within companies that have multiple community programs.
 
A company can see community as a means of:

 
Here’s how we defined each category of program purpose:
 

Platform
The business model relies on a two-sided network or community.
Collaboration between people is central to the business model, as is the
case for Airbnb and Instacart, among others.

How the World’s Top Brands Invest in Community

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up
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Definitions

Customer Service
The company connects current users to help with customer service and/or
customer success. The organization has at least one dedicated full-time
community manager.

Developer
The purpose of this strategy is to unite technologists around the usage and
proliferation of a technological product, like Slack or Amazon AWS. The
company has at least one developer-advocate employee or job opening,
and/or a clearly visible developer program on their website.

Feedback
The business has a dedicated community council or another community
program to gather feedback from customers.

Engagement
The business has a general forum with both on-topic (as in related to the
brand) and off-topic discussion. The purpose of this strategy is to keep
customers engaged with complex product or service offerings in between
purchases, and to enhance marketing’s lead-generation efforts. The
business has at least one full-time community manager.

Employee
The business invests in a clearly defined program to connect employees
and engage them in ongoing programs.

Community Relations and Corporate Social Responsibility

(CSR)

The business has a program to advocate for policy change and engage
with local community organizations and policy-makers.

How the World’s Top Brands Invest in Community

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up
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Definitions
These are not necessarily true brand community programs as defined in
this report because they are focused on shifting existing local communities
to enable favorable policy changes.

In the case of Corporate Social Responsibility programs, which we put
under the label of Community Relations programs, the business runs
programs that give back money or resources to local communities in which
the organization may have an environmental, social, or economic impact. As
above, these are not true community programs as defined in this report. 

We tracked both of the above kinds of programs under “Community
Relations” and separated them out in the analysis.

On to the findings!

How the World’s Top Brands Invest in Community

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up
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How Common Are Community

Programs?
Our analysis showed that 60% of Fortune 50 companies have community
programs, and over half (53%) of the Billion Dollar Club startups do.

Among the startups that IPOed and therefore left the Billion Dollar Club,
nearly two-thirds (63%) have a community program. None of the startups
that left due to merger or acquisition have community programs. It's
difficult to draw strong conclusions on the M&A group, as only 3 out of 19
fit this description, and they are in different industries and regions. 

However, with 63% those that IPOed having community, it seems fair to
say that community programs are prevalent among those organizations
that plan to continue to grow as independent firms, and perhaps are less
important for those firms that are subsumed/dissolved into other
organizations.

Of those companies new to the Billion Dollar Club this year, 38% have
community programs. This is lower than among the previously existing
companies in the list, which is a consistent trend for those with Developer
communities, Platforms, and Customer Service communities.

How the World’s Top Brands Invest in Community
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Engagement programs, however, are on the rise among companies new to
the list: 38% of the newcomers invest in Engagement-oriented community
programs, as compared to 27% of the existing companies.

We also noted that fewer Platform companies are in the Billion Dollar Club
today than were there two years ago, due to IPOs among the list of those
who have left the WSJ Billion Dollar Startup Club list.

More Platform companies have not come in to take their spots; perhaps
that is because some of the largest opportunities in the Platform space —
like transportation and home-sharing — have been accounted for.

How the World’s Top Brands Invest in Community
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11

Overall, among those startup companies new to the list, far fewer (just 8,
compared to 18 existing list members) invest in community programs
today, compared to those who were already on the list from prior years.
This could be accounted for in the significant amount of companies that
IPOed, of which the majority had community strategies (which hints at a
big opportunity for existing growing businesses that aren’t already making
community a priority).

For the Fortune 50 companies, with 60% having community programs,
these organizations appear to invest more readily in community. However,
a closer look reveals nearly half of those programs are in Community
Relations or CSR.

Very few of the Billion Dollar Club startups have Community Relations or
CSR programs, which accounts for the majority of the difference between
the number of programs in the startups versus the Fortune 50. In general,
startups are less likely to invest in the Fortune 50. In general, startups are
less likely to invest in community relations or CSR programs as they’re
working to build the company from scratch — but more on these types of
“community” later.

Community Investment by Industry
Segmenting the data by industry showed that community programs are
most common in technology, followed by the automobile industry.

How the World’s Top Brands Invest in Community

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up
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The consumer internet and technology numbers came out as expected.
These companies are nimble, responsive to users, and know the
importance of great customer experience and listening.

The automobile industry figure, while it may seem surprising, also makes
sense. Auto companies have long created or aligned themselves with auto-
focused clubs (such as driver groups). However, this is shifting a bit as
younger generations demand different kinds of community experiences,
facilitated by online tools. Many auto companies aren’t (at least publically)
investing in such brand community programs, and seem unsure of what to
do next. 

Consider Harley Davidson, struggling to stay relevant among younger
riders, but still has not launched much in the way of new community
programs beyond their Harley Owners Group program. For many auto
companies, this may be an unexplored opportunity, but will require
extended investment over many years to see a return. In other words, it is a
huge untapped opportunity.

It might seem surprising that 44% of finance companies have a community,
given the legal rigor required for financial institutions to invest in
community. We attribute this to a deep need for education in this area.

Enabling customers to talk to one another and share best practices seems
essential.Other industries that were not well represented among the data
set but that are investing in community include healthcare and drugstores,
biotechnology, real estate, and retail — spaces in which innovation and
customer-centricity are perhaps all the more key due to increased
competition and disruption by outsiders. The gaming and electronics
industry, where engagement is crucial, is also investing in community,
though few of these companies are reflected on these lists.

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up


Community Investment by Region
Looking at the data by region, we see that community programs are
roughly equally prevalent in companies headquartered in North America
and Europe. They are far less common in companies headquartered in
Asia.
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This could perhaps be due to corporations being more hierarchical in Asia,
or to different cultural expectations around customer service or community
relations.

The latter seems likely, given that many of these companies are also in
industries that invest significantly in community in other parts of the world
(tech and auto).

Among Fortune 50 companies, over 85% of those in North America have
community programs.

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up
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For the Billion Dollar Club startups, nearly 60% in North America invest in
community.

(There are only 3 European companies in the top 50 Billion Dollar Club or
who left that group in the last two years, rendering the corresponding
percentage misleading, so we chose to omit it. Note that these companies -
- Auto1, Deliveroo, and Spotify -- all invest in community programs, so
their bar would read 100% if included).

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up


15

How the World’s Top Brands Invest in Community

Community Investment by Company Age
The data indicate that community programs are more common among
older companies. This could be because older companies tend to have
higher valuations/revenues, which is correlated with community investment
(more on this in the next section).

Community Investment by Company Valuation/Revenue

Generation
The average valuation/revenue of companies with community programs is
higher than that of those without.

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up
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While it could be that community programs positively impact a company’s
valuation/revenue, it could also be that companies with more resources are
better able to invest in community programs.
 
Among the Fortune 50, there’s an observable impact --

But where things get really interesting is with the Billion Dollar Club.
Average valuation for companies that IPOed and have a community is
significantly higher than any other category (valuations are from the last
time the companies raised a round of funding).

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up
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Is this reflective of community investment being “trendy” at one time, and
less so now? It’s hard to know for sure, and it is likely not so simple. It could
be cyclical, but in any case it seems many of these startup companies today
are leaving community investment off of their strategies.

But there’s another interesting trend afoot: Community programs appear to
have contributed to companies having high valuations in the past, and
valuations on the list of the top 50 have dropped significantly overall.

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up
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What Are the Reasons Companies

Invest in Community?

Now to look at the motivations behind, functions of, and differences
between various community types.

Program Trends By Type
As was expected, things look very different between the Billion Dollar Club
startups and the Fortune 50 list.

Billion Dollar Club
The most common type of community program among startups was
Platform “community.” (Reminder: This is a two-sided network of supply
and demand that the business is built around or relies on.) 

Given that platform-type companies and two-sided marketplaces are
trending (or perhaps were trending), and that most organizations in the
Billion Dollar Club are in the tech industry, this finding is not surprising.

How the World’s Top Brands Invest in Community
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When looking deeper into those platform companies that have other kinds
of community programs, we see the split among these platforms is just
about even: there does not seem to be any overwhelming trend to either
invest or not invest in additional programs to build a sense of community for
platform companies. Instead, companies are split nearly directly in half.

19

How the World’s Top Brands Invest in Community

After Platform, Service and Engagement are the next most popular
programs among the Billion Dollar Club startups, followed by Developer
communities. For startups new to the Billion Dollar club, Engagement was
the most popular type of community.

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up
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Among those that IPOed, communities for Success were most popular. 

How the World’s Top Brands Invest in Community

Fortune 50
At 47%, Community Relations programs make up the largest chunk of
communities among the Fortune 50 list. The next most common community
program purpose is Employee (i.e., a community built to spur employee
connection and engagement).

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up
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CSR and Community Relations vs. Brand Community
As it is so common to appropriate the term “community” (when it means
brand community) and describe a Community Relations or Corporate Social
Responsibility program as such, we felt it would be helpful to isolate these
cases and relay our findings on them specifically. Among the Fortune 50,
nearly half of community programs are Community Relations programs.

How the World’s Top Brands Invest in Community

Again, this means they are not building true brand communities, but rather 
giving back to local communities, working to shift local policy, or offering 
grants to local groups. These are fine efforts (even highly successful at 
times), they just do not constitute community-building as we define it. 

As mentioned previously, very few of the Billion Dollar Club companies 
have Community Relations or CSR programs. In general, startups are less 
likely to need community relations or CSR programs as they’re working to 
build the company, with one big exception: regulatory disruptors. 

Companies that are out to transform policy regulations in order to grow —
think Uber, Lyft, or Bird — often need to shift public perception, and 
sometimes change local policy as they enter and spread into new markets. 
These businesses rely heavily on community relations programs for this 
reason. Lyft, for example, had a policy lead on its team from the company’s 
earliest days, working to change public perception of car sharing and make 
way for the movement to grow. The company IPOed in 2019.

https://www.ozy.com/rising-stars/lyfts-secret-weapon-against-uber/71624
https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up
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Qualitative Insights & Future

Trajectory

Beyond snapshotting where leading companies are today with their
community investments, we also wanted to learn from the success and
failure of the actual programs. We reviewed the qualitative aspects of these
programs to provide further context:

Learnings for Brands Today
To run a successful community requires a robust foundation — more robust
than most companies can bear without strong leadership. Organizations
with thriving communities have the following foundational elements:

How the World’s Top Brands Invest in Community

A strong internal leader, focused on communicating value and
gathering excitement. Those that do not have this have not seen lasting
success. One community manager we talked to, whose community
program was repeatedly shifted around and questioned, gave this
advice to companies: “Be open to learning. It was frustrating to step in
and manage [our] community and then have [the company] wonder if I
was redundant.”

Integration with IT and other systems. Integrating data — especially
across sales, HR, product, and service — is essential to program
success. Unfortunately, the more common scenarios are either an IT
department selecting community software on behalf of the organization,
or a community team not consulting other departments (including IT) in
selection of software. 

Dedication to long-term vision, not short-term returns. Community is a
hard sell if the organization is looking for it to make short-term impact.
But long-term, it establishes loyalty, ongoing service cost deflection,
engagement with the brand, and more. Again, having a community
leader who is consistently communicating (long-term) value is key. 

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up


Full understanding and acceptance of legal implications. Communities,
in which letting go of control is essential to success, do come with legal
burdens. This is one reason many large organizations invest in
community relations rather than community programs, where, for
instance, their members might take actions that break local laws,
copyright laws, etc. To build a successful community program requires
accepting these legal implications and working to minimize them.

Lessons For the Next Five Years 

First and foremost, as brands begin to consider or evaluate community
investment, they must look at the long-term benefits and not the short-term
return. The short-term value of community will often be unclear, but long-
term it will help avert communications disasters, improve communication
internally, increase the lifetime value (LTV) of their customers, develop
innovative ideas, grow revenue, and increase product or service usage.

Secondly, globalization will lead to an increased need for companies to
invest in Community Relations and related programs. Evaluating how they
impact local communities and how they might change policy will be huge,
as business and policy grow ever-more intertwined. This isn’t a new trend,
but its prevalence even among younger companies is important to note.

These same organizations would do well to build brand communities of
their supporters and customers, in addition to reaching out to local
organizations.

We’ll also see an emphasis on developer and employee communities —
there’s a lot of opportunity here for Community Managers working in
organizations with complex technical products or complex operations.
These types of community programs are often viewed as a cost center, as
they do not actively generate revenue. Therefore, selling the value of
innovation, cost savings, and customer retention are key to the success of
these opportunities.
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As our world continues to become more automated and personal
connection with brands increasingly more rare, there will be rising
opportunities in technology, particularly for offline connection and developer
evangelism.

And finally, we’ll have a huge open field of opportunity in financial services
and healthcare where innovation is necessary and consumer trust is
markedly low. Community programs have the potential to change the
trajectory of how people relate to these industries as a whole.

Companies now have a baseline understanding of global community
investment trends, while community managers have the data they need to
build a business case for community in their organizations and/or tweak
their existing community strategy. We look forward to continuing to track
community trends and sharing our findings with you.
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Methodology
Companies observed come from the Fortune Global 50 and The Wall Street
Journal Billion Dollar Startup Club. We pulled the Billion Dollar Club list
twice — once once in Q1 2017 and once in Q2 2019 — to identify startups
that IPOed (and therefore left the list). (Note: The second pull of data
occurred on May 20, 2019. The company Slack has since IPOed, which is
not reflected in this report, but does not substantially change the analysis.)
Typical to startups, some of the WSJ list is volatile. Of the 50 top valued
startups, two are now no longer in existence: Theranos and LeSports. 

Theranos was removed from this list due to ethical concerns and not
considered among the data set. LeSports has shut down suddenly and was
also removed from the data set. Additionally, Ele.me was purchased by
Alibaba in 2018 and was removed from the data set. To fill these spots, we
pulled in #51 Bird, #52 Prosper, and #53 WePaio.

Data about the community programs were gathered through public
websites, LinkedIn, and private discussions with the community leaders
from these companies.
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Appendix

How the World’s Top Brands Invest in Community

Do they invest in community? (Y/N)
What type of community programs are they investing in (e.g., developer
community, internal community, innovation community, marketing
community, etc.)?
Among those that invest versus don’t, what industry do those
companies operate in?
What is the age of companies that invest in community?

With this data set, we looked at the following variables: 

1.
2.

3.

4.

We also examined trends by location and valuation.

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up


26

Fortune. (2019). Fortune Global 500. Retrieved from Fortune website: 
https://fortune.com/global500/2019/

The Wall Street Journal. (2019). The Billion Dollar Startup Club. 
Retrieved from The Wall Street Journal website:
https://www.wsj.com/graphics/billion-dollar-club/

Jones, C.M. and Vogl, C. (2019, January 10). Mirage Community: A 
Definition & Explanation. [Blog post]. Retrieved from
https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/blog/2018/9/5/mirage-
community-an-introduction

Nguyen-Okwu, L. (2016, September 23). Lyft’s Secret Weapon Against 
Uber. Retrieved from https://www.ozy.com/rising-stars/lyfts-secret-
weapon-against-uber/71624

Edelman. (2019). 2019 Edelman Trust Barometer. Retrieved from 
Edelman website: https://www.edelman.com/trust-barometer

Endnotes
One limitation of these data: If a program exists but we cannot see it from
the outside, or the company has no employees who do this kind of work
listed on LinkedIn or were otherwise known to us, it was not catalogued in
our data set.

Sources
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Gather Community Consulting is a boutique consulting firm serving
businesses, non-profits, and political campaigns. We help organizations
invest in brand communities in order to create a better, more connected
world. 

It is our mission to create more successful brand communities that drive
real business results and create deep meaning in members' lives.

Gather Community Consulting is lead by Carrie Melissa Jones, a 15-year
community veteran, entrepreneur, and community consultant who has built
community online since the early 2000s.

How the World’s Top Brands Invest in Community

Contact us: 

connect@gathercommunityconsulting.com 

About Us

Her work influences the world’s leading brand communities including the
American Medical Association, Brainly, Buffer, Google, and Nerdwallet. In
2016, Salesforce’s Mathew Sweezey named Jones one of three experts to
follow on community management.

As the founder of Gather Community Consulting, she consults with brands
to build robust new communities, audit existing communities for
improvement, and trains brands to lead their own communities. She has
worked with organizations including Brainly (the world’s largest social
learning network), the American Medical Association, numerous small
businesses, and non-profits including Canada’s PovNet and
DoSomething.org. Together these brands connect well over 100 million
people worldwide.

In 2014, Jones joined CMX and served as COO and Founding Partner until
2017. Her writing on communities has appeared in Venture Beat, The Next
Web, First Round Review, and Creator by WeWork.

Sign-up for the Gather Newsletter:

https://www.gathercommunityconsulting.com/sign-up
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