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Abstract. The new generation of web-based communities, Web. 2.0, represents 
an innovation in terms of users interaction as it becomes increasingly dependent 
of it. It empowers users to create and manage content, placing them at the core 
of its success. This paper will propose a Web 2.0 Critical Success Factors 
(CSFs) theoretical framework. With the widespread popularity of these applica-
tions it becomes important to analyze the source of their success and unveil why 
some are more successful than others. More importantly, it may help Web 2.0 
start-ups to understand what features they need to develop to make their  
applications succeed in an already very populated network. 
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1   Introduction 

The Web 2.0 concept has been disseminated by Tim O'Reilly in 2005 [17]. This is 
often used to characterize sites that consist of communities. Among these we can find 
Facebook or MySpace, YouTube, Folksonomies, Wikipedia, numerous blogs and 
other sites that foster user collaboration and/or information exchange. Web 2.0 central 
precepts include: user-friendly applications using software as a service supported by 
network effects; user-centred and unremitting improvement, the user is both consumer 
and producer; and new revenue models with increased possibilities of business from 
other sources than mainstream consumers and products [3].  

Web 2.0 has strived to be a solution for both developers, companies and users. De-
velopers or companies offer a service by granting users access to a site and everybody 
benefits from that: developers that see their components successful, companies that 
through this procedure see their website attract more visitors, and users that see other 
related users and with whom they can effectively interact. Several business models 
have emerged to accommodate the Web 2.0 phenomenon [10]. This provides revenue 
to the site/component owners enabling its sustainability, further enhancement and 
development. 
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This paper’s research to determine what contributes to the success of Web 2.0 ap-
plications is focused on the users. In fact a critical mass of users is mandatory to help 
to foster and maintain a community similar to the ones required to develop communi-
ties based on phone, email, voicemail or computer conferencing [23]. Without this 
critical mass the web community simply does not exist and no proper interactions 
occur.  

When choosing an application, users will have in mind several factors: simplicity 
of navigation, financial cost, existence of real social networks and their interaction 
with the site, compatible people who are also actively engaged in participating in the 
site, the site’s visual appearance, the amount of user’s options  and privacy protection 
features. Also, it becomes important to assess the site’s offer in terms of quality and 
quantity of available applications, which include privacy settings, the possibility to 
generate and manage content and the degree of aptitude of the programmes [13].   

2   Web 2.0 

Most authors reinforce the idea that Web 2.0 emerged as a new generation of web 
applications, not because it introduced new technologies per se, but because it initi-
ated a new philosophy of internet usage. Web 2.0 does not represent a technical nov-
elty as such, what it does is to join in a unique and innovative manner components 
and services that already exist [17]. It stands for “a social phenomenon, not a technol-
ogy per se” [24]. Furthermore, it covers a wide range of services offered by different 
types of applications. The most typical ones include blogs, communities developed 
around specific types of content (Flickr, del.icio.us), content aggregators (myYahoo, 
igoogle), message boards and social networks [3]. 

More than launching key technical updates, it is using the internet as a platform, ty-
ing together collective intelligence, focusing on data, giving preference to permanent 
beta rather than software releases, using lightweight programming systems, and offer-
ing an improved user experience on several type of devices   [14]. It is, as Hoegg et al. 
describe it,  an innovative method of data management, “the philosophy of mutually 
maximising collective intelligence and added value for each participant by formalised 
and dynamic information sharing and creation” [10].  

A study about Web 2.0 has made some important conclusions [5]: 

• Web 2.0 is a global and mass phenomenon with more individuals participating 
with their own content;  

• There is no difference between genres and age groups in what concerns Web 2.0 
usage;  

• The majority of Web 2.0 users have no privacy concerns and only use privacy 
settings to limit access to part of the content they share;  

• Web 2.0 users use recommendations or information from anonymous contributors. 

With Web 2.0, information becomes fluid rather than static [8]. These applications 
have to respond to the new emerging demands of users. They can no longer be limited 
to social networking; it is now an instrument of work, a tool as useful in the private 
sphere as in business. The areas benefiting from Web 2.0 platforms are growing  
in number and diversity, creating the need for a constant update of technology and 
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utilities, at the risk of losing competitive advantage. In politics, for example, political 
activists are using these applications by combining existing web 2.0 tools to create 
websites where people can actively participate in politics, by granting access to 
speeches or legislation that is yet to be approved.  Web 2.0 is evolving and propelling 
civic participation, by making it accessible to an ever-growing number of people [1] 
Additionally, these services can be used in education to motivate and share informa-
tion between students and teachers as they pioneer new forms of interaction between 
them [21]. 

Web 2.0 is the result of its community shared vision and the maximisation of their 
collective intelligence. This information flowing between users is the sum of each 
user’s knowledge, unremittingly adjusting to dynamic environments and viewpoints. 
It is this dynamism that makes all forms of content enrichment, like ratings or com-
ments, have impact on the service. The Web 2.0 service provider only establishes the 
ways in which the users will interact, formalising their relations [10]. This means that 
essentially the application’s success will be dependent on the actions of two main 
players: the ‘infrastructure provider’ and the ‘content provider’, both adding value, 
one by developing an empowering infrastructure and the other by improving it with 
content and use [2]. 

3   Framework Proposal 

Web 2.0’s CSFs relate to its main characteristics and address vital elements of a plat-
form’s success. Website’s popularity will be intrinsically connected to the presence of 
these factors. CSFs represent the indispensable means to achieve Web 2.0’s objective, 
regardless of the nature of the platform. The reference framework this paper proposes 
will encompass the following CSFs: Users' inputs; Users' critical mass figures; Ease 
of use of component; Component feedback; Availability of content to justify users' 
access; User content addition features; User content development  tools; and Revenue 
models. All CSFs are user-centred and capture Web 2.0 interactive essence, in the 
sense they all combine users’ and components’ action. 

3.1   User’s Input 

The information brought together on a web page can come from numerous sources, 
namely from the users by several different means [16]. This demands the existence of 
trust in users and in the content they bring to the communities [21]. Since trust works 
in both ways, users also need to trust the service provider. Privacy settings, for exam-
ple, are important to encourage content creation. Some content is private and there is 
only a limited number of people the users want to share it with. They need to feel 
their data is protected and that they have the power to decide what is public and what 
is not. To attract users, platforms may choose marketing methods which involve addi-
tional costs, or decide to maximise ‘viral growth’ by improving member invitation 
tools, introducing rewards for recommendations and make use of ‘hubs’ (users with 
large networks of people) [6]. 

User generated content can assume a variety of formats like video, text and audio 
[2]. To upload and tag photos, create blogs and profiles are among the most common 
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forms of web 2.0 content addition. Tagging refers to the possibility to categorise ob-
jects through a name or a score, which adds information to that particular object. This 
supports the idea of cooperation as a core concept of Web 2.0 [13]. In fact, one of the 
fundamental changes of Web 2.0 has to do with tagging and other information classi-
fication aspects [20]. Heymann et al., concluded in a study that while social book-
marking doesn’t have the dimension and distribution of tags required to create an 
important effect in terms of research, it is becoming a provider of search data, not 
available in other resources [9]. Besides content creation and managing, another great 
part of participation has to do with evaluating and recommending content that already 
exists like music or books, linking and meta tagging. Amazon and eBay, for example, 
rely on the feedback their users leave in the website, to promote their products and 
thus enhancing sales and profits [10]. With Web 2.0 not only new opportunities  
of influencing consumers have emerged, but consumers, themselves, have new  
innovative means to get information [4]. 

Retribution for the effort and time users invest in creating and managing content, 
happens when users feel accomplished and part of the community, have the possibil-
ity of engaging in interesting debates, gaining prestige and have access to the  
exchange of information made possible by everyone’s participation [7].  

3.2   User’s Critical Mass Figures 

The number of users is one of the greatest indicators of success for a web 2.0 applica-
tion. ‘Viral marketing’, user to user advertising, [6] is one of the main reasons. Word 
of mouth, recommendation and even pressure from colleagues and friends are at the 
centre of the adhesion to these sites. Moreover, the online communities themselves 
exert pressure and persuade the individual into participating [13]. Consequently, users 
themselves become partly responsible for increasing the number of users.  

Applications like BitTorrent, where each client is simultaneously a server, have 
what is called ‘architecture of participation’. It is a principle of contribution that is 
already incorporated in the service, users supply bandwidth and, at the same time, 
data to each other. This illustrates the Web 2.0 principle where services are believed 
to get better with use. The more people will use it, the better it will become [17]. It 
works as a cycle, where success generates use and use will generate success. Web 2.0 
services have very restricted value in itself, they evolve with users’ participation. The 
size of the community determines the quality of content, because a growing number 
of active members will attract more users and their content add value to the applica-
tion. These processes surface with time and participation. “All the provider of Web 
2.0 can do is to facilitate the development process.” [10]. As will be discussed  
below, a critical mass of users will also be decisive for the feasibility of certain  
revenue models. 

3.3   Ease of Use of Component 

Web 2.0 applications empower users to be the main actors. People no longer require 
advanced IT skills to create and manipulate internet content, anyone can participate 
[21]. It is the website’s responsibility to offer the technology, to ease the exchange of 
information within stipulated guidelines and to encourage the community of users 
[10]. Software should be straightforward; it should be a tool to help using Web 2.0 
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applications and not a deterrent [25]. The challenge comes from the fact that these 
systems call for simplicity of access and use, but at the same time, variety and quan-
tity of resources, accessible in many different ways [18]. The content the user pro-
duces will depend to a great extent on the characteristics of the site and of its ease of 
use. To promote creativity the site should be the least restrictive possible, its technol-
ogy should be flexible and open to the creative mind of the user and give endless 
possibilities, but without compromising the ease of use. Take google.com as an ex-
ample, it offers many types of technologies, always having in mind the importance of 
being straightforward, of providing features which are easy to work with [13]. Pre-
dictability and effortlessness of websites’ use are core values of Human Computer 
Interaction. Users will not spend too much time or effort into a website they can’t 
rapidly decipher [18]. 

Web 2.0 applications can be powerful instruments of integration for users with dis-
abilities. They enable access to more autonomous work and social opportunities and 
introduce utilities, like online shopping, that allow for a more independent daily rou-
tine. As a result, another important concern, with accessibility refers to users who 
have disabilities. Complex exchanges and updates can be bewildering and that needs 
to be addressed, in order not to compromise access [8]. 

3.4   Availability of Content to Justify User’s Access 

One of the main reasons that drives people to initially participate on a website is con-
tent [7]. Users are propelled by service providers to keep their content updated and 
constantly adding new information to their profiles. They do this by generating the 
need to keep up with the other members of the community and by creating ‘traffic’ to 
the users’ content. Mounting numbers of people visiting individual profiles will moti-
vate the users to insert more content. The creation of blog rings or ‘blogospheres’, 
also, ensures that the user’s content will reach an ever growing number of public [13]. 
Likewise, it is essential for users to identify themselves with the available content. 
Users will not feel included if the content does not relate to them, or if they’re  
excluded from a service [25].  

Users have synchronized roles of content creators and consumers and this phe-
nomenon is at the origin of the dynamism and continuous improvement of the content 
[10]. The critical mass of users will play an important part in providing content and 
making it available for other users and this will increase the number of people who 
access the application. Content grows as a result of users’ collective activity [17].  

Another trend in Web 2.0 is the increasing availability of content not usually found 
in mainstream websites. This happens with sites that offer specialised or personalised 
products, an area not explored by marketers in the past which is getting progressively 
more popular and is determining users’ access to certain websites [3].  

Web 2.0 shifts the focus from web pages, in Web 1.0, to people. It empowers regu-
lar people, those with no specific skills, to make their contribution on the internet. 
This shift, as positive as it may be, is at the centre of much debate between profes-
sional and amateurs, since these contributions have impact on the quality of the con-
tent. While this debate is understandable, what is important is to acknowledge  
that both have different types of content to add and neither of them endangers the 
existence of the other, in an open market of ideas made possible by Web 2.0 [12]. 
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3.5   User Content Addition Features 

It is important to underline that besides non restrictive technologies, users want vari-
ety. When comparing MySpace with Facebook, one understands that the first is 
harder to work with, but it has 10 times more users namely because it empowers them 
to totally manipulate their profile, rather than having, like Facebook, a standard de-
sign. The quality of the site will contribute to its growing success. When told about 
the features it offers, like connectivity or messaging possibilities, the user will not 
want to be excluded from this community and the exploration of new ways of living 
their social life [13].  Applications offer different kind of services that refer to the 
private or business area  and have for that purpose different features available: Style-
hive has bookmarks, blogs and forums; Xing works namely with personal profiles, 
messages boards and events management; Flickr covers text editing, tagging; and 
Studivz allows for the uploading of photos and the creation of personal pages [15]. 

Amazon has gathered a number of utilities to make user participation the centre of 
their business. One of the features is related to reviewing content. There are numerous 
possibilities of contributing to the site on nearly every page and Amazon continuously 
works with the output of this participation to improve search results, improving cus-
tomers’ experience. Flickr and del.icio.us have introduced a system of collaborative 
categorisation, often designated ‘folksonomy’. It catalogues sites using selected key-
words or tags, which permits multiple and layered associations of categories, thus 
working in opposition to the traditional rigid organization of tags, taxonomy. The 
development of these tools promotes user involvement and it is the network effects 
caused by this participation that contributes to a Web 2.0 application success and  
pre-eminence over competitors [17]. 

3.6   User Content Development Tools 

Web 2.0 applications use technologies which ease the creation and manipulation of 
internet content, for example, API´s, AJAX, Ruby on Rails, My SQL, Java script, 
SOAP and XML [13]. It uses Rich Internet Applications (RIAs), to perform, on web 
browsers, the same functions conventional desktop applications do [22].  They have 
the advantage of being easier to use, presenting information in a more proficient man-
ner and being simple to maintain [11]. Development frameworks are being used to 
develop Web 2.0 applications, with a preference being given to the use of dynamic 
languages. They facilitate debugging, deployment and fast development. This kind of 
programming language enables the easy flow of information and data, making content 
dynamic, another important element of Web 2.0 [16]. The user experience is im-
proved by these technologies, as they reduce the amount of data transferred between 
the client and the server; pages can be partly, rather than totally, updated. Also, the 
importance of these technologies is intrinsically connected with the empowerment of 
the user. They generate simple applications where the technicalities and mark-up 
languages are hidden, encouraging user content creation [10]. Wikis, for example, are 
a well known feature used to edit content, it looks like a regular web page, but in fact 
gives the user the possibility to edit it [13]. 

Besides explicit tools of content addition there is the possibility to set defaults, the 
way Napster did, by making a consumer also a creator, in order to automatically add 
content to their data. Since not all users would gladly and voluntarily add content to a 
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website, systems are built to do this implicitly and progressively, hence improving the 
value of a website the more people access it. Technologies with network effects, have 
a built-in ‘architecture of participation’, which allows users to add value even  
unknowingly [17]. 

One of the potential downsides of these technologies is the fact that developers by 
focusing only on formats of data which are human-oriented can be making data con-
fusing for machine users and making the mechanization of tasks complex [16]. RIAs, 
in spite of their numerous benefits, represent a challenge to people using assistive 
technologies. They have several limitations: “the lack semantic cues, and metadata in 
HTML content, its re-purposing for formatting and presentation, the lack of keyboard 
access” [22]. Some of the solutions brought forward to minimise these difficulties are 
the use of added semantics, ‘adaptive interfaces and navigation options’ [8].  

3.7   Revenue Models 

The most commonly used revenue strategies include the use or combination of adver-
tising, subscriptions and affiliation models, business transactions and pecuniary con-
tributions [2]. Since Web 2.0 is established in the precepts of “free economy” and free 
community, where access to information is free and software is open, there are only 
few Web 2.0 services which have been commercialised. People have expectations of 
free access and revenue is becoming a very pertinent issue. Services face revenue 
challenges with their growing number of users not being translated in increased reve-
nue. YouTube, for example, despite its 12.9 million visitors a day, has costs  
with bandwidth of approximately 1 millon USD a month and is, therefore, examining 
possible revenue models [10]. 

The choice of the revenue model is an important step for a Web 2.0 application. 
Although most will grant free access to their services in order to guarantee a great 
number of users, there are others exploring new ways of having the best of both 
worlds, a critical mass of users and profit. Websites offering their services for free 
usually take advertising and sponsoring as a way of insuring revenue. For those using 
paid access there is either the possibility to have a set fee for access which will be 
extended to everyone using the website or what is frequently done is to use version-
ing, to offer simple features in a free access option and then charge a fee for a pre-
mium membership with added features [3]. Since this model implies a cost for the 
user, the most important element for it to be viable is to insure users are willing to pay 
for these services. The website must focus on creating value for its members, develop-
ing additional functionalities and encouragements to maintain their interest in upgrad-
ing and enriching their profiles and presenting different price plans. The use of  
advertisements can have a negative impact on a website’s image and requires a criti-
cal mass of numbers, since it is greatly dependent on traffic. There are two types of 
advertising: ‘affiliate models’, where the site directs traffic to an ‘associate’ website 
and receives either a transfer fee or a part of the profits from sales; and banner adver-
tising where the website will charge for the display of advertisements. Here, the ser-
vice provider’s main concern is to develop mechanisms that will attract more people 
and increase the number of users to make sure this revenue model is successful. 
Transaction models can be endogenous, where sales are done between the service 
provider and the customer or exogenous where the website sells content generated by 
users and facilitates transactions between them. This transaction method requires 
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significant numbers of users, or users that trade very frequently, and high traffic of 
transaction fees which are small monetarily speaking or a small traffic of trade but 
that involves high transactions [6].  

Other revenue strategies may include utility models, where people will pay depending 
on the services they use (the usage is metered); infomediary models, where a information 
intermediation is offered to customers and/or sellers; and brokerage models which main 
function is to connect consumer and vendors and enable business. Each of the existing 
models can be used in varied manners [19], and as was mentioned before, sites will use 
one or a combination of business models: Stylehive uses affiliate programs; Xing com-
bines advertising and subscription fees; Flickr, like the majority of social networks, has 
advertising [15];Bebo and MySpace use advertising; Facebook, also prefers a combina-
tion of revenue strategies, in this case advertising and transaction fees; and Linkedin has 
revenue from subscription and transaction fees. [6].  

4   Conclusion 

The proposed reference framework does not present an exhaustive list of CSFs, it 
intends to reflect the main forces, which determine the popularity of Web 2.0 applica-
tions. Essentially, what all the presented CSFs, illustrate is that the Web 2.0 is built on 
the principle of collaboration. They all incorporate the interaction between users and 
applications. The core values of Web 2.0 work must be considered when developing a 
new application. Users will increasingly demand more efficient components, with 
added features and endless possibilities to develop their own creativity.   

With Web 2.0, users, formerly using the web to search for information have be-
come the information creators themselves. If companies, take no notice of this change 
in users and their consuming patterns they will certainly be left behind as others use 
Web 2.0 to increase their competitive advantage [5]. To succeed businesses will need 
to invest in applications that improve with their users, taking advantage of an ‘archi-
tecture of participation’ to assure their supremacy in terms of software, and data [17]. 
Web 2.0 offers, companies the possibility to enhance their competitive advantage and 
users a more collaborative experience [11].  

Further research would include a practical application of the suggested framework 
to specific Web 2.0 applications, in order to test these CSFs and understand how they 
work in practice.  
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