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A B S T R A C T   

Motivated by the phenomenon of customer entrepreneurship in China and the associated research gaps, we 
conduct a case study to explore how customer entrepreneurs realize benefits from light entrepreneurship enabled 
by guanxi circles and social commerce affordances. Our study derives a process model that describes how 
customer entrepreneurs benefit from light entrepreneurship through acquiring knowledge and sharing knowl-
edge within guanxi circles embedded in social media. We also demonstrate the roles of the mass entrepre-
neurship climate and the social commerce affordances in this benefit realization process. This study contributes 
to the research and practice with respect to technology-enabled customer entrepreneurship.   

1. Introduction 

Launching new products is instrumental for a company to expand 
markets, increase sales revenue, and maintain competitive advantages 
for sustainable growth. As customers are reluctant to try new products, 
companies, especially startups, find it problematic to diffuse new 
products and obtain sustainable profits from the business [23]. A report 
by Moynihan [64] states that 40% of products developed make it to the 
market, and of that 40% only 60% generates commercially viable rev-
enue, yielding only 24% new product success. The consequences of the 
new product failure can be enormous for companies as they invest 
heavily in developing and advertising new products. 

With the exploding prevalence of social media, companies exploit 
social media to reach large groups of potential customers [4]. It is re-
ported that in 2019 more than $89 billion were spent on advertising on 
social media [96]. This has led to the boost of social commerce, i.e., using 
social media to promote e-commerce transactions [49; 85], even more so 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

However, Twitter unexpectedly failed as a platform for social com-
merce, which shows that it is a challenge to turn social engagement into 
actual sales.1 Existing studies have investigated how to leverage social 

media to facilitate customer purchases and help companies gain benefits 
[e.g., 48; 49]. The most recent practice of customer entrepreneurship de-
scribes “the entrepreneurial activities of actors conventionally catego-
rized as end-consumers or end-users in ecosystems” [70, p. 1]. It reveals 
the feasibility of engaging customers through social media to help with 
new product diffusion. In particular, the Chinese government proposed 
the initiative of “mass entrepreneurship and innovation”, aiming to 
encourage entrepreneurship and innovation among companies and in-
dividuals and optimize the environment for start-ups [1; 34; 60; [79]; 
87]. The mass entrepreneurship climate in China facilitates the devel-
opment of customer entrepreneurship. 

For example, by utilizing the mass entrepreneurship climate, Giant 
Biogene,2 a company in the beauty and health care industry in China, 
established a division with a social commerce platform called “Chuang 
Ke Yun Shang” (CKYS). Employing the concept of “light entrepreneur-
ship”, i.e., “a new business model figured as a minor investment, low 
risk, rich variety, easy processing, and high revenue” ,3 the CKYS plat-
form provides social commerce affordances that help people extract 
value from participating in light entrepreneurship. Affordance is defined 
as “the potential for action that new technologies provide to users” [46, 
p. 152]. CKYS attracts customers and transforms them into 

* Corresponding author. 
E-mail address: carol.ou@tilburguniversity.edu (C.X. Ou).   

1 In 2017, Twitter dropped the “Buy” button that allowed users to purchase products directly from the social platform. It was reported that users tended to discover 
a brand’s general offering rather than purchase products. Twitter failed to transform the social networks into actual purchases.  

2 http://xajuzi.com/ in Chinese.  
3 China Overseas-Educated Scholars Development Foundation Light Entrepreneurship Promotion Center, http://www.clepc.org/jdqcy.html. 
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“entrepreneurs” who can serve as the company’s marketers and re-
tailers. These people are customer entrepreneurs who have the entrepre-
neurial desire to commercialize the products or services that they use or 
experience as customers or users [70]. They diffuse products and share 
product knowledge on social media, such as WeChat4 with their guanxi 
networks, i.e., close interpersonal relationships with reciprocal ex-
changes, which can be developed beyond families and friends through 
extensive interactions [12; 67]. Meanwhile, customer entrepreneurs 
obtain benefits through acquiring and sharing products and related 
knowledge. By providing benefits and engaging customers as salesforce, 
a company can leverage the cost in advertising and significantly increase 
new product sales. The phenomenon of customer entrepreneurship 
demonstrates the value of engaging customer entrepreneurs’ guanxi 
networks on social media to help companies diffuse products quickly 
and generate revenue as well as help customer entrepreneurs themselves 
gain benefits. 

Scholars have noted that guanxi is a pivotal catalyst for business 
relationship formation and transaction success [12] and a facilitator for 
knowledge sharing [16; 37; [68]]. Studies have also highlighted the role 
of guanxi within social commerce contexts [e.g., 10; 48; 49] and 
employed an affordance lens to study social commerce [e.g., 17; 49; 76]. 
Nevertheless, it remains unclear how light entrepreneurship can help 
customer entrepreneurs achieve benefit realization in the social com-
merce platforms like CKYS. 

We argue that the lack of such knowledge can be attributed to the 
following research gaps. First, despite the investigation of business 
models derived from customer entrepreneurship on digital platforms 
[70], studies paying attention to the phenomenon of customer entre-
preneurship are relatively underdeveloped. Second, the CKYS-kind so-
cial commerce platforms provide an online space for customer 
entrepreneurs to acquire and share product knowledge conveniently, in 
which WeChat is a primary digital technology to build and maintain the 
guanxi networks. WeChat, as the most influential social media linked to 
the CKYS platform, has its own characteristics compared with other 
social media applications in terms of embedded privacy, guanxi net-
works, and network closure [47]. The types and impacts of guanxi built 
in WeChat can be crucial for product diffusion and customer entrepre-
neur benefits. There are different guanxi circles embedded in WeChat; 
they portray the ego-centered guanxi networks with differential modes 
of association structure surrounding a focal person [8; 55–58]. It is still 
unknown how customer entrepreneurs can leverage different guanxi 
circles embedded in WeChat to help with benefit realization from 
participating in light entrepreneurship. Furthermore, research on the 
prominence of guanxi circles in knowledge sharing within the social 
commerce context remains scant. Third, although some research studies 
have examined social commerce affordances for transactions [e.g., 49; 
83], contextual factors are under-examined. In particular, given the 
mass entrepreneurship climate in China and the affordances of social 
commerce platforms, the explanations of the theoretical mechanism 
underlying benefit realization in the process of participating in light 
entrepreneurship have yet to be articulated in the extant research. 

To summarize, the mechanisms behind the customer entrepreneur-
ship phenomenon and the success of the CKYS light entrepreneurship 
business model remain unclear. Hence the main objective of this study is 
to reveal how customer entrepreneur benefits are achieved by partici-
pating in light entrepreneurship. Specifically, we take the lens of guanxi 
circle theory in combination with the mass entrepreneurship climate 
and social commerce affordances to answer the following research 
question: 

RQ: How do customer entrepreneurs obtain benefits from partici-
pating in light entrepreneurship through knowledge sharing within 
different guanxi circles embedded in social media? 

We address the above research question by deriving a process model 

based on case data. First, we examine the initial conditions for people to 
participate in light entrepreneurship. Then we theorize that customer 
entrepreneurs can obtain different benefits from acquiring and sharing 
product knowledge with people in the three types of ties on WeChat, 
namely, familial, familiar, and acquaintance ties. Lastly, we explore the 
roles of (1) the mass entrepreneurship climate and (2) the six dimensions 
of social commerce affordances in the light entrepreneurship process. 

Since we are seeking explanations behind the emerging customer 
entrepreneurship phenomenon that involves contextual conditions, case 
study is the most suitable method for exploring our research question in 
practice [91]. We mainly rely on the analysis and interpretation of 
qualitative data collected from interviewees, complemented with data 
from documents and social media platform information provided by the 
CKYS company. We conceptualize the practical phenomenon into a 
theoretical process model. 

Our paper aims to contribute to both theory and practice. Taking a 
process perspective, this study extends the theory of guanxi circles to the 
social commerce context, which contributes to the literature on digitally 
enabled guanxi and social commerce. Our study also provides the 
theoretical foundation for concepts to be further tested in empirical 
settings. Practically, this paper enables practitioners to leverage 
different guanxi circles for product promotion through social media. We 
also offer implications in terms of utilizing the technology affordances 
and mass entrepreneurship climate to attract people to participate in 
light entrepreneurship and co-create value in market expansion. 

The paper is organized as follows. First, we review the literature 
about social commerce and customer entrepreneurs as well as their 
benefits. We then synthesize studies on customer knowledge manage-
ment and knowledge sharing, guanxi and guanxi circles, and mass 
entrepreneurship and light entrepreneurship. Next, we clarify our 
research context and methodology, followed by findings of the elabo-
rated case about CKYS. We then derive a process model of how customer 
entrepreneurs realize benefits when participating in light entrepre-
neurship and conclude the paper by discussing implications, limitations, 
and future research. 

2. Literature review, theoretical and practical backgrounds 

2.1. Social commerce and affordances 

With the advancement of Web 2.0 technologies, social media that 
enable convenient social interactions and extensive information sharing 
have become popular among individuals [49; 88]. By leveraging social 
media, traditional e-commerce can reach out to a number of potential 
customers through established social networks [49]. This drives the 
transformation from traditional e-commerce to social commerce. Social 
commerce refers to the integration of e-commerce and social media, 
which uses social networks to achieve successful commercial activities 
[17; 32; 93]. Social commerce allows users to engage in social in-
teractions and share user-generated content to facilitate the transactions 
of products and services [49; 83]. Chuang Ke Yun Shang (CKYS) in-
tegrates traditional e-commerce and social media to promote products 
and facilitate transactions. 

From an affordance perspective, these platforms have unique fea-
tures that encourage customers to actively undertake their role and co- 
create value. Affordance refers to “the potential for action that new 
technologies provide to users” [46]. Existing studies have employed an 
affordance lens to study social commerce. Earlier research has shown 
that social commerce affordances, such as interactivity, word of mouth, 
and stickiness, contribute to establishing swift guanxi and facilitate 
subsequent purchase intention [49]. Other dimensions have also been 
proposed to reflect the unique features of social commerce: visibility, 

4 WeChat is a widely used mobile social media application in China. 
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metavoicing, triggered attending, guidance shopping,5 social connect-
ing, and trading [18; 17]. In Table 1, we list these dimensions of social 
commerce affordances in the existing literature. 

The CKYS platform is one of these social commerce platforms that 
combine e-commerce with social media to offer affordances that help 
customer entrepreneurs to extract value from light entrepreneurship 
participation. Guided by related work, we identify six dimensions of 
social commerce affordances related to the CKYS customer entrepre-
neurship context, i.e., visibility, metavoicing, triggered attending, 
guided shopping, social connecting, and trading. We contextualize visi-
bility as the potential for customer entrepreneurs to access product 
knowledge (e.g., detailed information and user experience) and make it 
visible to others [80; 17; 76]. For example, in the context of CKYS, 
customer entrepreneurs can have their own digital stores on the plat-
form, easily chat with other regular customers, share product-related 
information via texts, pictures, or videos on social media (e.g., 
WeChat). They can obtain product display information within WeChat 
groups, post product information in their WeChat Moments Feeds, and 
share their personal user experience on WeChat. 

Metavoicing is defined as the potential for customer entrepreneurs to 
engage in conversations and provide feedback on products through 
reacting to posts, profiles, or messages [62; 39; 17]. For instance, 
customer entrepreneurs can interact with other customer entrepreneurs 
and prospect consumers on WeChat through commenting, providing 
feedback, sharing experience, and exchanging information. 

Triggered attending refers to the potential for customer entrepreneurs 
to join a conversation and interact with others through being notified 
with product or user information changes [62; 18; 17]. In the case of 
CKYS, on the one hand, customer entrepreneurs will be notified when 
there are promotional events of products through WeChat mini pro-
grams, official account, WeChat groups, or Moments Feeds. These allow 
customer entrepreneurs to join live streaming, get online training, and 
share product knowledge. On the other hand, when customer entre-
preneurs post related information on WeChat, other WeChat friends will 
be posted for product changes, promotions, etc. These notifications 
might trigger the interactions among customer entrepreneurs and their 
WeChat friends. 

Guided shopping indicates the potential for customer entrepreneurs to 
provide personalized service for other consumers [18; 17; 76]. For 
example, customer entrepreneurs can share certain information and 
recommend specific products to other customers based on their prefer-
ences and needs. Thus, customers can receive personalized product in-
formation and services. 

Social connecting captures the potential for customer entrepreneurs to 
establish new connections and maintain existing relationships [18; 17]. 
CKYS offers social connecting affordances that allow customer 

entrepreneurs to interact with their social ties (e.g., knowledge sharing 
and social interaction engagement) through WeChat. Customer entre-
preneurs are likely to reach out to other customer entrepreneurs with 
different backgrounds as well as prospect customers through QR code 
and promotional events introduced by the company. 

Trading describes the potential to finish the transactions [18; 17]. 
Nowadays, it is common for people in China to use different cashless 
payment methods such as WeChat pay, Alipay, and bank accounts. 
Therefore, CKYS provides various ways for customers to place orders 
and finish transactions smoothly. 

To summarize, we aim to explore how customer entrepreneurs 
obtain benefits when participating in light entrepreneurship by 
considering the above-mentioned six dimensions of social commerce 
affordances. 

2.2. Customer entrepreneurs and customer entrepreneur benefits 

The original idea of customer entrepreneurs dates from the concept 
of “makers”, which refers to individuals who create things out of their 
interests and industrialize the do-it-yourself (DIY) spirit based on tech-
nologies [3]. They are regarded as “high-tech do-it-yourselfers, who are 
democratizing access to the modern means to make things” [25, p. 48]. 
Some scholars employed “digital maker-entrepreneurs” to describe 
those makers who engage in entrepreneurial activities that embrace the 
maker culture of value co-creation and knowledge sharing [81]. 

In this study, we contextualize the essence of “digital maker-entre-
preneurs” in social commerce and employ the expression of customer 
entrepreneurs. Customer entrepreneurs are end- customers or users who 
serve as entrepreneurs to start a business by commercializing the 
products or services they use or experience [70]. In the specific case of 
the company online platform CKYS, customer entrepreneurs are regar-
ded as VIP customers who purchase a certain number of products and 
start a business based on the CKYS social commerce platform. They can 
have their own individual online shops on the platform if they have the 
entrepreneurial desire and are willing to sell the products. They can 
recommend the store or products to their family, friends, and colleagues 
by sharing product knowledge on social media such as WeChat. 
Customer entrepreneurs can directly receive products from the manu-
facturer at a high discount. They also have the option to sell these 
products to other people and earn the price difference. These customer 
entrepreneurs are individuals who adopt both the posture of the 
customer and that of the entrepreneur [6] and hence they share the 
characteristics of both retailer and consumer. 

As explained above, customer entrepreneurs can play an interme-
diary role as retailers between manufacturers and end-consumers. 
Nevertheless, there are specific features of customer entrepreneurs 
that differ from traditional retailers. First, customer entrepreneurs are 
not responsible for buying, warehousing, storing, shipping, or delivering 
products. Therefore, there are much fewer setup costs and risks involved 
in being a customer entrepreneur. Second, traditional retailers rely on 
offline transactions, whereas customer entrepreneurs much heavily rely 
on doing business online; offline transactions are not a necessary 
element of their business relationships. They can leverage both online 
and offline relationships to expand their businesses. Consumers can 
communicate with customer entrepreneurs online through social media, 
and make transactions on social commerce platforms that involve both 
e-commerce and social media. Similar to retailers on social commerce, 
customer entrepreneurs can take advantage of social technologies [94]. 
Offline relationships can be converted online, and online relationships 
can be further lubricated by offline relationships [92]. Online and offline 
relationships can mutually influence each other. In this study, we take 
the perspective of customer entrepreneurs and investigate the benefits 
they can obtain by sharing products and related knowledge with others 
on social media. 

Apart from the functional benefits of a product or service, relational 
benefits have been widely recognized as a key factor for customer 

Table 1 
Social Commerce Affordances.  

Affordances Definition Source 

Visibility The potential to make 
product information visible 

Treem & Leonardi (2013); Dong 
et al. (2016); Dong & Wang [17]; 
Sun et al. [76] 

Metavoicing The potential to enable users 
to provide feedback on 
product content 

Majchrzak et al. (2013); Dong 
et al. (2016); Dong & Wang [17]; 
Karahanna et al. [39] 

Triggered 
Attending 

The potential to notify 
product content changes 

Majchrzak et al. (2013); Dong 
et al. (2016); Dong & Wang [17] 

Guided 
Shopping 

The potential to provide 
personalized service for users 

Dong et al. (2016); Dong & 
Wang (2018); Sun et al. [76] 

Social 
Connecting 

The potential to enable users 
to establish or maintain 
social ties 

Dong et al. (2016); Dong & 
Wang (2018) [18]  

5 In this study, we use guided shopping to better capture the essence of the 
concept. 
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satisfaction and loyalty. Relational benefits are defined as the benefits 
customers receive from long-term relationships beyond the core service 
that products can deliver [31]. At the early stage, relational benefits 
were categorized into four dimensions, which are social, psychological, 
economic, and customization benefits [31]. Social benefits are related to 
receiving belongingness and personal recognition from others, devel-
oping familiarity with the counterparties, and cultivating fraternization, 
friendship, or social support between customers and employees [31; 71]. 
Psychological benefits capture the sense of security, trust, confidence, and 
decreased anxiety, risk, or uncertainty in establishing a relationship 
with employees over time [30; 31; 71]. Psychological benefits were later 
labeled as confidence benefits [31; 35]. Economic benefits relate to both 
monetary benefits, such as price breaks or discounts, and nonmonetary 
time savings, such as faster service and less searching time for other 
service providers [31]. Customization benefits refer to getting tailored 
service perceived as preferential treatment, added service, or special 
considerations [31]. Economic and customization benefits can be com-
bined into special treatment benefits, which reflect that “consumers may 
receive special treatment in the form of price breaks (economic), faster 
service (economic), or special additional services (customization) 
because of their status as relationship customers” [31, p. 109]. 

Research has demonstrated that relational benefits may vary across 
different contexts such as the service types [30; 31; 71]. There are other 
types of relational benefits that emerged over time, however, in this 
study, we only discuss the benefits that customer entrepreneurs can 
receive within a social commerce context. 

2.3. Customer knowledge management and knowledge sharing 

Knowledge can be defined as “information possessed in the mind of 
individuals and it is personalized information (which may or may not be 
new, unique, useful, or accurate) related to facts, procedures, concepts, 
interpretations, ideas, observations, and judgments” [2, p. 109]. 
Customer Knowledge Management (CKM) hence refers to managing 
knowledge about customers and knowledge possessed by customers [7; 
72]. There are mainly three kinds of customer knowledge, i.e., knowl-
edge from customers, knowledge about customers, and knowledge for 
customers [13; 52; 75; 78; 86]. Knowledge from customers is the knowl-
edge provided by customers such as ideas, feedback, and preferences 
[78; 86]. Knowledge about customers refers to knowledge related to cus-
tomers’ basic information, purchase history, and so forth [78; 86]. 
Knowledge for customers contains knowledge offered by firms to help 
customers have a better understanding of products and services, which 
may help meet customers’ demands [86]. 

Regardless of the form of knowledge, CKM requires bi-directional 
interactions between firms and their customers to co-create value 
[28]. Both scholars and practitioners have widely acknowledged the 
importance of CKM as a strategy for firms to improve their competi-
tiveness. For instance, CKM is considered to be able to facilitate firm 
innovation [78; 86], help decision-making [74], satisfy customers’ 
needs and preferences [7; 13; 78], maintain long-term customer re-
lationships [22; Gohary & Hamzalu 2016], and improve business per-
formance [22; 78]. The role of information technologies in this process 
has also been identified [e.g., 52]. For example, social media has been 
confirmed as a supporting platform for CKM, which helps firms and 
customers to easily communicate with each other [7; 13]. 

Additionally, researchers have found that effective CKM can convert 
customers into proactive content contributors and should stress the 
significant role of customers [26; 78]. Customers are encouraged to 
contribute both explicit and tacit knowledge to firms, including their 
needs and preferences, use experiences, and creative ideas, which may 
enhance the innovative capacity of firms and sustain a long-term rela-
tionship with customers [78]. Customer knowledge is regarded as an 
external resource for firms, while the firm’s knowledge can also be 
absorbed by customers during customer-firm and customer-customer 
interactions. Customers’ sharing useful product-relevant knowledge 

with other people can hence help firms attract more prospects and 
expand the market. Therefore, knowledge from customers and knowl-
edge about customers are important to firms, whereas knowledge for 
customers is useful to customers because it can help customers with 
making purchase decisions. 

Within the context of CKYS, customer entrepreneurs’ knowledge re-
fers to customer entrepreneurs’ personalized knowledge relevant to the 
products such as basic product knowledge and product-associated knowl-
edge. Basic product knowledge refers to the information about ingredients, 
functions, and use of the products, and knowledge of how to match 
different products for usage. Product-associated knowledge refers to 
customer entrepreneurs’ service knowledge and marketing knowledge 
relevant to the products such as price, after-sales services, promotion 
premium, and delivery information. So basic product knowledge and 
product-associated knowledge cover both knowledge from (e.g., user 
experience) and knowledge for customer entrepreneurs (e.g., training 
about product knowledge and promotion information). We define 
knowledge sharing as the product-related knowledge transferring activ-
ities between customer entrepreneurs and the company or between 
customer entrepreneurs and other customer entrepreneurs or customers. 
A large body of research has highlighted the pivotal role of knowledge 
sharing in many different contexts. For example, knowledge sharing 
helps the organization improve team performance, facilitate innovative 
outcomes, and manage customer relationships [11; 14; 33; 53; 61; 69]. 
Traditionally, knowledge sharing can occur among people who work in 
the same place, that is to say, they can exchange knowledge face-to-face. 
In the digital age, various technologies are available to enable online 
communication. The use of technologies such as knowledge manage-
ment systems, online communities, and social media applications can 
play a tremendous supporting role in people’s knowledge sharing [15]. 

To summarize, the way of knowledge management and knowledge 
sharing has changed in the digital era. Social media has much potential 
to facilitate the CKM in an organization and knowledge sharing among 
individual stakeholders. Thus, it is important to explore the role of social 
media such as WeChat in forming and maintaining a new entrepreneur 
business model. As far as we know, the use of social media can drive 
guanxi development, and vice versa [66], which makes it relevant to the 
Chinese concepts of guanxi and guanxi circles. 

2.4. Guanxi and guanxi circles 

The meaning of guanxi depends on the context within which it is 
used. Within different contexts, guanxi can be understood from different 
perspectives (16). Traditionally, guanxi refers to a close and universal 
interpersonal relationship, which can be established through effective 
social interactions, reciprocity, and mutual benefit [67]. Mianzi (face), 
ganqing (affection or emotion), and renqing (favor or harmony) are 
indigenous concepts related to guanxi in Chinese culture [15; 16; 37; 
66]. In online marketplaces, swift guanxi is proposed to extend the 
concept of traditional guanxi [67]. It is the perception of an informal 
buyer-seller relationship that is formed swiftly by a buyer in online 
marketplaces, consisting of three dimensions—mutual understanding, 
reciprocal favors, and relationship harmony [67]. There are also studies 
extending swift guanxi to China’s social commerce context from a 
technology affordance perspective [e.g., 49]. However, we argue that 
the concept of swift guanxi is not adequately appropriate to explain the 
new business model of CKYS. Swift guanxi is built quickly with in-
teractions between sellers and buyers through computer-mediated 
communication tools. Most of the sellers and buyers are strangers. In 
other words, the seller-buyer relationship is off-the-cuff with much un-
certainty. On the contrary, the business model of CKYS encourages 
customer entrepreneurs to make full use of social media, especially 
WeChat, which mostly encompasses family members, friends, and ac-
quaintances based on social interactions instead of business transactions 
[47]. Two types of social ties are embedded in WeChat, i.e., 
WeChat-embedded instrumental ties and expressive ties [47]. The 
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former involves more instrumental (i.e., functional) purposes and less 
emotional motivation, while the latter contains more emotional feelings. 
Therefore, swift guanxi is not sufficient to reflect the rich meaning of 
guanxi embedded in CKM of the new business model in CKYS. 

Scholars have divided guanxi into distinct categories with different 
behavioral and moral standards in Chinese culture, namely a ‘differen-
tial mode of association’ [21]. A three-category guanxi model with 
concentric circles has been proposed to describe familial ties, familiar 
ties, and acquaintance ties [89] with different exchange principles [90]. 
Following Luo and Cheng [57], we visualize the differential modes of 
association structure in guanxi circles in Fig. 1. The literature highlights 
the concept of guanxi circles that illustrate the circle phenomenon of 
social networks in Chinese culture [54; 57; 58]. It portrays the 
ego-centered guanxi networks with differential modes of association 
structure surrounding a focal person [57]. A guanxi circle consists of 
three kinds of ties. Close family members (e.g., parents, children, and 
siblings) or pseudo-family ties (e.g., godfathers and family-like close 
friends) are the ties with the rule of need. These ties get used to taking 
responsibility, meeting members’ needs, and not asking for any returns 
[8; 58]. Familiar ties follow the rule of favor exchange [58]. For 
example, distant relatives, former classmates, and people who come 
from the same hometown can be classified as familiar ties [20]. Through 
perennial, extensive, and continual interactions, members will become 
reciprocal and trustworthy. A guanxi circle also contains acquaintance 
ties with the rule of equity [8; 58]. Members in the guanxi circle build 
tentative relationships with each other by following fair exchange to 
achieve individual objectives. Strangers are regarded as outsiders 
beyond the boundary of the guanxi circle. 

Similar to the real world, the motivation and the principles for 
customer entrepreneurs to share might be different across people in 
different guanxi circles. For familial ties, customer entrepreneurs might 
share knowledge because of altruistic reasons without expecting 
extrinsic material benefits [47]. For familiar and acquaintance ties, they 
might share with instrumental purposes following the rules of favor 
exchange and equality, respectively. 

A guanxi circle is not closed but open and outsiders can become 
members of a guanxi circle over time. However, research on the prom-
inence of guanxi circles in knowledge management and knowledge 
sharing remains scant. The new business model of CKYS, involving a 
considerable number of customers selling products, not only breaks the 
boundaries between employees within the firm and the firm’s cus-
tomers, but also covers the three ties of the guanxi circle. Therefore, 
from the perspective of guanxi circles-driven knowledge sharing via 
social media, we attempt to explore the effects of guanxi circles on the 
new business model of CKYS in the Chinese context. 

2.5. Mass entrepreneurship and light entrepreneurship 

In 2015, China proposed the notion of “mass entrepreneurship and 
innovation” as a national strategy for sustainable economic growth to 
optimize the environment for start-ups and innovation [1; 34; 60; State 
Council 2015; 87]. The main goal is to leverage technologies to 
restructure the real economy and encourage entrepreneurship and 
innovation in society [1; 59]. For example, by utilizing technologies 
such as big data analytics and artificial intelligence, the traditional 
manufacturing sector could be reshaped by the new mentality of mass 
entrepreneurship and innovation [84]. In general, both state and local 
governments put forward favorable policies to boost entrepreneurial 
opportunities for individuals and medium-sized enterprises [34; 40; 84]. 

Generally speaking, mass entrepreneurship climate refers to the eco-
nomic, political, and socio-cultural environmental factors and condi-
tions that encourage a wide range of people to participate in 
entrepreneurial activity. These factors and conditions are fostered by 
economic development, political incentives and support, social norms, 
cultural values, and beliefs. Particularly, the mass entrepreneurship 
climate is influenced by the national initiatives, government incentives, 
state- and local-level favorable policies aiming to promote entrepre-
neurship among a number of businesses (e.g., middle- and small-sized 
companies) and ordinary individuals with varying education, knowl-
edge, skills (e.g., retired people, grassroots, and college students). 
Table 2 lists the related concepts and definitions. Compared with the 
broader concept of business climate that is related to business relations 
and the general entrepreneurial climate, the mass entrepreneurship 
climate emphasizes the conditions and factors for one particular type of 
entrepreneurship, mass entrepreneurship, which aspires to motivate “a 
wide range of people” to start a business and unleash their potential. 

Following the guidelines for mass entrepreneurship and innovation, 
the concept of “light entrepreneurship” has emerged in China. Light 
entrepreneurship refers to the pursuit of business opportunities charac-
terized by minor investment, few resources, small scales, quick start, 
flexible time, low cost, controllable risk, easy processing, and relatively 
high return on investment.6 The entry barrier is low and entrepreneurial 
opportunities are given to individuals who may not have sufficient time, 
money, or other requirements to start a formal business. Accordingly, 
light entrepreneurship has the following characteristics. First, it is a 
manageable model that involves small investment, less intensive assets, 
and controllable risk. Second, light entrepreneurship is easy in the sense 
that it does not require any comprehensive education degree, 

Fig. 1. The Differential Modes of Association Structure in Guanxi Circles 
(Source: 57). 

Table 2 
Entrepreneurial Climate.  

Concept Definition Source 

Entrepreneurial 
Climate 

The external (macro) environment in which 
entrepreneurial ventures are embedded with its 
make-up consisting of a set of tangible and 
intangible institutional factors that helps in 
shaping the performance of entrepreneurial 
ventures 

[45] 

The characteristics of a system of factors within 
entrepreneurship activity 

[43] 

Three condition variables described 
entrepreneurial climate: economic stage of 
development, entrepreneurial framework 
conditions, and entrepreneurial status 

[5] 

Local Entrepreneurial 
Climate 

The set of tangible and intangible institutional/ 
environmental factors that are shaping the 
performance of entrepreneurial firms / small and 
medium-sized enterprises in a geographically and 
politically defined area such as a city 

[73]  

6 China Overseas-Educated Scholars Development Foundation Light Entre-
preneurship Promotion Center,http://www.cosdf.org.cn/funs/qingchuangyech 
unjinzhongxin/2017/0411/5866.html. 
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experience, skills, or expertise. Third, light entrepreneurship projects 
can enter the market easily, get started quickly, and obtain the return 
fast. Last, there are diverse options for different projects regarding light 
entrepreneurship. One can simply apply for a loan, rent a place, and 
benefit from favorable tax policies. In an innovative way, light entre-
preneurship provides employment opportunities for small and middle- 
sized enterprises as well as individuals who may not have sufficient 
skills, time, or money to start a business. For instance, in the retail in-
dustry, companies combine consumption and sales for sustainable 
development by employing their customers as full- or part-time retailers 
on e-commerce platforms. They provide entrepreneurial possibilities for 
such people as college students, new moms, and grassroots, to achieve 
self-esteem or earn some money. Some of these e-commerce platforms 
integrate social media to leverage the social networks their customers 
have established. 

3. Research context and methodology 

To answer our research question, we conducted an in-depth explor-
atory case study in the company Chuang Ke Yun Shang (CKYS), head-
quartered in Xi’an, China. Based on the research objectives, two criteria 
informed our case selection. First, the site must represent the success of 
customer entrepreneurship in China. We are seeking to reveal the 

mechanisms behind the customer entrepreneurship phenomenon from 
both research and practice perspectives. Therefore, successful practices 
will help us to identify theoretical contributions and managerial impli-
cations. Second, the site must be characterized by light entrepreneurship 
so that we can explore how customer entrepreneurs extract value from 
participating in light entrepreneurship. CKYS achieved success given its 
growth in the number of registered users and customer entrepreneurs, as 
well as the increase in product sales. This made the CKYS site a reve-
latory case for our study [24]. On top of the two major criteria to select 
the case, CKYS allowed us to access the company data at various levels to 
carry out the actual research. As a result, we can develop a holistic 
picture about light entrepreneurship. 

The case study was undertaken from November 2017 to May 2018. 
We aim to explore how customer entrepreneurs’ knowledge sharing 
with their guanxi circles contributes to the benefits for customer en-
trepreneurs, given the policies for mass entrepreneurship in China and 
the new business model of CKYS. 

Before CKYS was established, Giant Biogene sold its new products 
mainly in hospitals and e-commerce platforms such as Taobao, Tmall, 
and JD, but sales of new products through traditional channels showed 
no growth. Because of China’s favorable policies regarding mass entre-
preneurship, Giant Biogene decided to set up its own social commerce 
platform, namely CKYS, to ameliorate the dilemma of new product 

Table 3 
Overview of Triangulation.  

Data Source Data Collection Technique/ 
Method 

Data Type Insights Obtained 

CEO Interview Audio recordings General understanding of CKYS including motivation, vision, business model, customer 
entrepreneurs, platform features, training provided for customer entrepreneurs 

Customer 
Entrepreneurs 

Interview Audio recordings; 
qualitative texts 

Understanding of CKYS and environmental context; customer entrepreneur benefits; guanxi- 
driven knowledge sharing via WeChat; potential problems during the sharing process 

Regular 
Consumers 

Interview Audio recordings; 
qualitative texts 

Views and perceptions related to the CKYS platform and customer entrepreneurs 

Company Reviewing internal documents 
provided by the company 

Objective data, texts, and 
meeting memos 

Statistics of customer entrepreneurs, users on the CKYS platform, sharing channels, and 
sharing guanxi circles  

Table 4 
The Demographics of Interview Participants.  

InterviewParticipants Age Gender Education Work Naturein 
CKYS 

Work Experience in 
CKYS 

Weibo Number ofWeChat 
Friends Number of 

Following 
Number 
ofFollowers 

I1 29 F Bachelor FT 6 months 459 238 2000 
I2 28 F Bachelor PT 1 month 334 244 200 
I3 30 F Bachelor PT 12 months 328 157 400 
I4 29 F Diploma FT 5 months 122 86 200 
I5 38 F Diploma PT 6 months 279 159 322 
I6 30 F Diploma FT 12 months 939 2847 600 
I7 24 F Diploma FT 6 months 300 20,936 2000 
I8 37 M Bachelor PT 12 months 139 65 1863 
I9 27 F High School PT 5 months 147 50 790 
I10 28 F Master FT 12 months 520 39,777 800 
I11 30 F Bachelor PT 12 months 260 10,340 1000 
I12 32 F Bachelor PT 7 months 379 77 1200 
I13 41 F Master PT 18 months 143 211 2000 
I14 37 F Diploma FT 30 months – 3120 
I15 50 F Bachelor PT 24 months – 1000 
I16 36 F Diploma FT 25 months – 2000 
I17 39 F Bachelor PT 16 months 437 448 2732 
I18 55 F Master PT 17 months – 1400 
I19 41 M Doctor CEO 
I20 26 F Master Regular consumer 
I21 27 M Master Regular consumer 
I22 48 F Middle 

School 
Regular consumer 

I23 27 F Bachelor Regular consumer 
I24 32 F Doctor Regular consumer 
I25 27 F Doctor Regular consumer 

Note: F: Female; M: Male; FT: full-time; PT: part-time. 
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diffusion. CKYS proposed a new business model called F2B2C, viz., 
factory to business to customer, to draw support from customers and 
transform them into salesforce. Customers who purchase on the plat-
form can get a discount on the offline price, which means that, at least, 
they can save money if they are buying online. If a customer purchases in 
a lump sum at a certain amount of money, the customer is permitted to 
open its own digital store and sell products to others, so that they can sell 
products to others. In this paper, we call them “customer entrepreneurs,” 
referring to customers who start a business by sharing and promoting 
products and the CKYS platform. In the meantime, all the products are 
shipped by the manufacturer directly to end-consumers, which helps 
reduce the risk of product quality perceived by other customers. 

To obtain a better understanding of the phenomenon, we selected 
three types of informants: the CEO of CKYS, customer entrepreneurs, 
and regular consumers (i.e., not the customer entrepreneurs). We first 
investigated the company in mid-November 2017 to obtain basic in-
formation on the company and its new business model. Early March 
2018, we had the first meeting with the CEO of CKYS and interviewed 
him face-to-face. The interview helped us foster a better understanding 
of the CKYS’s business model, including the motivation for the business 
model, the whole process of selling products, the program of training 
customer entrepreneurs, and the role that social media plays in this 
business model. After the interview, we randomly selected 100 customer 
entrepreneurs on Weibo7 based on the information provided by the 
company and invited them to participate in our study as interviewees. 
Finally, 12 customer entrepreneurs accepted our invitation. We inter-
viewed them through Weibo and WeChat. To obtain a complete picture 
of the customer entrepreneurs, we interviewed six customer entrepre-
neurs that started up in the pre-matured stage of CKYS. Furthermore, to 
get a complementary perspective, we also randomly chose six regular 
consumers who are not customer entrepreneurs. 

Overall, we followed the guidelines suggested by Myers and Newman 
[65] for semi-structured interviews. The interview protocol in Appendix 
1 helped us to communicate with the participants. We also obtained 
additional information from documents provided by the company to 
triangulate across data sources, methods, and data types [63]. In total, 
we “recruited” 25 interviewees, including the CEO, 18 customer entre-
preneurs, and 6 regular consumers. We stopped conducting further in-
terviews when the theoretical saturation was reached, which means we 
could not obtain new insights [19]. The above three types of stake-
holders have provided us with a holistic perspective to illustrate and 
triangulate the focal phenomenon. Table 3 provides an overview of the 
triangulation employed in the current study. 

The interviews were recorded and transcribed in Chinese. The first 
two authors translated the interviews from Chinese into English and 
these were translated back into Chinese by the third author to ensure the 
reliability of translations. Table 4 provides the demographic description 
of the 25 interview participants. The demographics of interviewees are 
consistent with the demographics of customer entrepreneurs provided 
by the company: 90% of customer entrepreneurs and consumers are 
female, and 95% of customer entrepreneurs are taking this as a part-time 
job. This skewed distribution of gender is due to the nature of their 
products, skincare for females. Additionally, based on data from the 
company and our interviews, WeChat is the main platform for customer 
entrepreneurs to share knowledge with other potential customers: 
WeChat (90%), Weibo (5%), and other tools (5%). 

The information about Weibo and WeChat is not available for the 
regular consumers. 

We transcribed all data and conducted a bottom-up data analysis 
process following the procedures suggested by Gioia et al. [27]. All the 
concepts were inductively analyzed. Three people, including two au-
thors and a qualified external coder, performed the independent coding 
of the data. The first author performed the initial data coding and the 

results were checked by the external coder. Then the third author vali-
dated and scrutinized the coding results. Guided by Gioia et al. [27], we 
reanalyzed the data inductively with the following steps. 

Step 1. Open coding was used to distill first-order concepts from 
interview data. We read the interview transcripts repeatedly in order to 
capture the informants’ meanings. Thus, we derived first-order concepts 
representing the “facts” grounded in the original informant terms [82]. 

Step 2. We sought the similarities and differences among these first- 
order concepts in Step 1 and grouped them into second-order themes 
through axial coding. During the data analysis process, we grounded our 
coding in both interview data and related literature we identified, such 
as the theories of guanxi circles and social commerce affordances. If 
there were data that did not fit into our identified themes, we improved 
the data scheme and restarted the coding process by adding new themes, 
and modifying, or deleting existing themes. 

Step 3. We categorized the second-order themes into aggregated 
dimensions. We stopped the iteration between theory and data when the 
theoretical saturation was reached and the improvement to the theory 
became marginal [19]. This interactive coding process guaranteed the 
inter-coder reliability and achieved agreement in the conceptualization 
of key labels, categories, and themes. Fig. A1 in Appendix 2 presents the 
data structure with sample quotations. 

In total, we identified twenty-five themes and seven overarching 
themes related to the core phenomenon. These key overarching themes 
were labeled as initial conditions of participating in light entrepre-
neurship, participating in light entrepreneurship, acquiring knowledge, 
sharing knowledge with guanxi circles embedded in WeChat, obtaining 
benefits, mass entrepreneurship climate, and social commerce affor-
dances. The themes are in Table 5 together with the corresponding 
overarching themes. 

4. Findings 

Drawing upon the case data we have conducted, we analyze the case 
and present the findings according to our research question in this 

Table 5 
Coding Results of Overarching Themes and Themes.  

Overarching Theme Theme 

Initial Conditions of Participating in Light 
Entrepreneurship 

Individual perceptions 
Perceptions about economic 
(entrepreneurial) opportunities 
Socio-cultural perceptions 

Participating in Light Entrepreneurship Demonstrating high autonomy 
Involving minor investment 
Taking controllable risk 
Processing easily 

Acquiring knowledge Participating in training sessions 
Learning from others 

Sharing Knowledge with Guanxi Circles 
Embedded in WeChat 

Sharing knowledge with familial ties 
on WeChat 
Sharing knowledge with familiar ties 
on WeChat 
Sharing knowledge with acquaintance 
ties on WeChat 

Obtaining Benefits Obtaining functional benefits 
Obtaining economic benefits 
Obtaining psychological benefits 
Obtaining social benefits 

Mass Entrepreneurship Climate Initiation of the national strategy 
Enaction of favorable government 
policies 
Awareness of entrepreneurship 
practice 

Social Commerce Affordances Visibility affordance 
Metavoicing affordance 
Triggered attending affordance 
Guided shopping affordance 
Social connecting affordance 
Trading affordance  

7 Weibo, a social media platform in China, is similar to Twitter. 
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section. 

4.1. Initial conditions of participating in light entrepreneurship 

Previous literature has explored why people intend to engage in the 
entrepreneurship from a cognitive perspective by investigating the in-
fluence of several perceptions [e.g., 44; 50; 51]. Since we seek answers 
to why customer entrepreneurs engage in light entrepreneurship, we 
consider individual perceptions, perceptions about economic (entrepre-
neurial) opportunities, and socio-cultural perceptions as the initial condi-
tions of participating in light entrepreneurship [51]. Grounded in the 
data, individual perceptions are contextualized to include having product 
needs and use experience. Our informants indicated that they decided to 
participate in light entrepreneurship and become customer entrepre-
neurs after trying the products or knowing others who were customer 
entrepreneurs. One mentioned: 

I purchase these products mainly for my own use. There were many 
pimples on my face before. After I used the products, it got better. These 
products are of good quality and can treat my skin problems, so I am willing 
to share the knowledge about them with my friends. (I12) 

Perceptions about economic (entrepreneurial) opportunities reflect 
whether customer entrepreneurs think they can have the opportunities 
to start a business. Entrepreneurial opportunities as economic oppor-
tunities are only part of all opportunities. In the words of some 
informants: 

This light entrepreneurship platform is suitable for both full-time and part- 
time users. We do not need to stock and ship products ourselves. I am a 
mother who can take this opportunity to build up a startup and look after my 
baby at the same time. (I4) 

The CKYS platform is a light entrepreneurship platform that is suitable for 
individuals to start a business easily. Many people need such a platform to get 
an entrepreneurial opportunity. (I8) 

Socio-cultural perceptions reflect the mass entrepreneurship climate in 
this study. It is perceived that the nation embraces the mass entrepre-
neurship climate through enacting policies, spreading related news on 
public media, and so on. As some said: 

There is also related news in newspapers and TV news channels. I think 
these [types of news] are convincing and reliable. (I2) 

Here are some reasons why I am willing to share products on the CKYS 
platform. The related technologies are developed by a professional research 
team. Our government also provides policies regarding mass entrepreneurship 
and innovation to support companies like CKYS. The company was also 
awarded many times regarding technologies and patents. (I5) 

In Xi’an, the local government makes effort in advertising CKYS in some 
landmarks. (I6) 

The above-mentioned three types of perceptions are the initial con-
ditions which trigger regular customers to engage in light entrepre-
neurship and become customer entrepreneurs. 

4.2. Participating in light entrepreneurship 

The CKYS platform can be characterized by light entrepreneurship 
and being very convenient for customer entrepreneurs. It aims to help 
ordinary people to start a business by being more accessible with its 
easy-to-use functionalities and other affordances to achieve light 
entrepreneurship. The CEO explained: 

The CKYS platform is a mobile social commerce platform. To utilize the 
mobile Internet and the social networks of users to do e-commerce is the 
purpose of the platform. There are three elements of our platform—mobile, 
social, and e-commerce. Mobile means that users can operate on their mobile 
phones instead of personal computers, while social refers to connecting be-
haviors that WeChat brings us in terms of convenience and speediness in 
socializing. The ultimate stance rests on e-commerce. The platform is char-
acterized by “light entrepreneurship,” which refers to minor investments, 
lower risk, and simpler operation for customer entrepreneurs. (I19) 

Overall, light entrepreneurship is characterized by a high degree of 

autonomy, minor investment, controllable risk, and easy processing. 
Participating in light entrepreneurship enables customer entrepreneurs 
to start a business easily. Light entrepreneurship provides flexible work 
time that allows customer entrepreneurs to arrange their work with 
adaptability. It also requires low setup costs and involves low risk. 
Customer entrepreneurs do not need to have a high level of related 
knowledge, skills, education, investments, which enables them not to be 
concerned about potential consequences during the entrepreneurial 
activities. Furthermore, by participating in light entrepreneurship, 
customer entrepreneurs can process their businesses easily, particularly 
because they can get rid of packing, shipping, stocking, and after-sales 
service. As mentioned above, the company introduced a new business 
model called F2B2C. In this model, the factories bypass the traditional 
middlemen (e.g., wholesalers and/or retailers) and deliver the products 
directly to the final customers. Customer entrepreneurs are not 
responsible for storing and shipping products, which makes it easy for 
them to operate their businesses. Light entrepreneurship provides flex-
ible work time that allows customer entrepreneurs to arrange work with 
adaptability. Once the customers trust the products, more likely they 
trust the customer entrepreneurs, as commented below. 

There are three types of roles in the CKYS platform: the factories, 
customer entrepreneurs, and customers. The factory refers to the supplier of 
the products from the manufacturer’s side. Customer entrepreneurs can use 
the products at low prices and benefit from sharing. Up to now, we have six 
factories, and approximately forty thousand customer entrepreneurs. (I19) 

It is a new mobile e-commerce platform, which is similar to Taobao, 
Alibaba, and JD. The difference is that this platform links factories directly to 
customers. There is no traditional intermediate during the entire process. The 
only thing customer entrepreneurs need to do is sharing information. The 
factory provides all services to customers such as packing, shipping, and after- 
sales service, which enable customer entrepreneurs to run their businesses 
smoothly. (I1) 

The mobile e-commerce platform provides products with good quality. 
When I share the knowledge of the products, including texts, pictures, audios, 
and videos in my guanxi circles on WeChat, people in my circles can get all the 
information. After receiving the information, if someone wants to buy it, he or 
she can place an order on my online store. Then the factory will ship the 
products directly to him or her. It is convenient for customer entrepreneurs 
like me to make money (earn commissions) through the sales resulting from 
the purchase of my guanxi circles. As a customer entrepreneur, I can share the 
knowledge of products whenever and wherever, get the products at a dis-
counted price, and earn money by sharing. (I2) 

We can use the latest products of the company. We are not responsible for 
stocking and shipping and are not worried about overstocking risk. The 
company provides channels for us to communicate with customers. As an 
office worker, I can do the business as my part-time job. CKYS offers excellent 
convenience and benefits for me. (I3) 

4.3. Mass entrepreneurship climate 

The mass entrepreneurship climate is reflected in the following as-
pects. First, the initiation of mass entrepreneurship and innovation as 
the national strategy encourages more people to be open to entrepre-
neurial opportunities, especially for people who may not have time or 
money to start a full business in the traditional way. As the CEO 
mentioned: 

The CKYS platform facilitates mass entrepreneurship and innovation, and 
provides opportunities for customer entrepreneurs to start their businesses. 
There are mainly four kinds of customer entrepreneurs—postpartum women, 
the unemployed, the retired, and part-timers. (I19) 

Second, the enaction of favorable government policies drives 
customer entrepreneurs to trust platforms like CKYS. Some customer 
entrepreneurs narrated that the CKYS platform is in line with the 
contemporary environment of mass entrepreneurship and innovation as 
promoted by the Chinese government. Hence, they tend to find them 
trustworthy, especially when they are familiar with the government’s 
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policies promoting mass entrepreneurship and innovation, as remarked 
below. 

Personally speaking, I improved my skin by using the products and obtain 
revenue by sharing products and the CKYS platform. People do not trust 
WeChat business, but the CKYS platform is a product of the contemporary 
technology. The business model and the positioning of the products on the 
CKYS platform meet the needs of ordinary people, including the use of 
products for themselves and making money. (I11) 

The CKYS platform is representative of the industrial Internet, which is a 
novel mobile social commerce platform. It responds to the call for mass 
entrepreneurship and innovation to achieve the direct connection between the 
manufacturer and consumers. Everyone can get a discount with registration 
and start a business easily. (I12) 

Third, the awareness of entrepreneurship practice also signals the 
embrace of mass entrepreneurship. Customer entrepreneurs are aware 
of the ongoing trends of CKYS-kind business models. They mentioned: 

The emergence of CKYS-kind platforms is in line with the current trend of 
economic development. (I17) 

I think such platforms are novel and helpful in the digital economy and 
mass entrepreneurship and innovation. In the beginning, I did not fully trust 
such a business model. However, after I saw more and more similar models in 
China and got to know related policies, I preferred to trust CKYS. (I25) 

With the climate for mass entrepreneurship, customer entrepreneurs 
are more willing to actively share products and related knowledge. This 
reinforces the benefits they can acquire. From other customers’ 
perspective, they become more receptive to such platforms and people 
who share or recommend products, like customer entrepreneurs when 
the government deliberately fosters a climate that supports mass 
entrepreneurship, as pointed out below. 

I realized that I saw some people’s posts about a similar business model in 
my WeChat Moments. Nowadays, everyone knows the notion of mass 
entrepreneurship and innovation. Our nation encourages innovative ways to 
do business. Many people leverage such platforms to share product infor-
mation on WeChat and recommend products to their WeChat friends. It is 
more like a WeChat business to me. I think it is normal. Such a platform is 
trustworthy, particularly when it involves the manufacturer of products that I 
know. I will trust it more. (I20) 

The CKYS platform is similar to a platform I know. Both aim to shorten 
the distance between the manufacturer and its customers. Customers can 
directly get the products from the manufacturer. The difference is that the 
CKYS platform leverages customers as their salespeople who can help with 
marketing. The business model of CKYS is creative in the era of mass 
entrepreneurship and innovation. (I21) 

I would like to share something similar to the business model of CKYS. It 
was several years ago, but people like customer entrepreneurs were not suc-
cessful back then. Most people did not trust such a business model. Currently, 
for people who are not familiar with policies such as mass entrepreneurship, 
they may not trust such a platform, either. We have e-commerce platforms 
such as Taobao, JD, or Amazon that we are familiar with. This platform 
sounds to me more like direct selling. (I23) 

Due to other customers’ attitudes towards platforms or business 
models like CKYS and with the favorable climate for mass entrepre-
neurship, customer entrepreneurs find it easier to do business. It is 
possible that other customers perceive customer entrepreneurs or the 
CKYS platform as an innovative way to promote products and to achieve 
mass entrepreneurship. Building trust plays a critical role in the sharing 
process, particularly in the social commerce context [42]. By sharing 
products and related knowledge with people they already have con-
nections with, customer entrepreneurs engender other customers’ trust, 
which will evoke their purchase intention and raise the possibility for 
customer entrepreneurs to obtain benefits. In a nutshell, the mass 
entrepreneurship climate strengthens customer entrepreneurs’ benefits 
from sharing knowledge with their guanxi circles on social media. 

4.4. Acquiring knowledge 

Customer entrepreneurs acquire product knowledge by participating 
in the training sessions offered by the company CKYS and learning from 
others. The headquarter company, Giant Biogene, has its own business 
college. This college provides training programs in different ways such 
as live streaming for knowledge sharing or lecturing on WeChat, Qian-
liao8 (an online knowledge community in China), and on-site training 
sessions held at the company. Hence the training can be divided into 
online and offline modes. In other words, customer entrepreneurs can 
acquire knowledge both online and offline. Professionals from related 
fields provide knowledge about online store operation, product knowl-
edge, and product-associated knowledge for customer entrepreneurs, 
especially for the newcomers who have never worked in this industry 
before. The CEO of the company remarked: 

For customer entrepreneurs, our company provides free training on 
knowledge about products, marketing, and customer service. Online training 
is mainly based on WeChat groups and the Qianliao online knowledge 
community. (I19) 

Consistently, one customer entrepreneur also highlighted: 
I obtain knowledge by learning both online and offline. Online learning 

channels include Qianliao online community and WeChat groups. Offline 
learning channels include the on-site training on product knowledge in a large 
group in the company and the face-to-face communications among customer 
entrepreneurs who were participating in the on-site training. (I15) 

Several customer entrepreneurs mentioned that they can also learn 
from other customer entrepreneurs through WeChat groups and Mo-
ments Feeds. 

4.5. Sharing knowledge with guanxi circles embedded in wechat 

Customer entrepreneurs can share knowledge with their family 
members, friends, as well as colleagues through various channels. Some 
of these knowledge sharing activities take place in offline settings (e.g., 
face-to-face and telephone communications), while most of them take 
place online via social media or online communities. Amongst these 
online channels, WeChat is the most widely used (90%). This holds true 
based on the interviews we conducted and the documentation provided 
by the company. People can post what they want to share in their 
WeChat Moments Feeds (i.e., friend circles) and see others’ posts. As one 
customer entrepreneur said: 

WeChat is the main channel for interaction. We attract our friends by 
sharing the information and knowledge of products and the platform in 
WeChat moments. In addition, WeChat plays an important role in extending 
our social network. (I13) 

WeChat has unique characteristics. First, in comparison to Facebook, 
WeChat is relatively private and closed [47]. Only those people in a 
customer entrepreneur’s WeChat friends list can see the customer en-
trepreneur’s posts in WeChat Moments or receive the customer entre-
preneur’s messages in a WeChat message box. Hence, customer 
entrepreneurs can share their product knowledge with their WeChat 
friends (people who are in one person’s WeChat friends list). Our in-
terviews indicate that a customer entrepreneur’s knowledge sharing on 
WeChat relies on his/her guanxi networks. Guanxi plays an important 
role in customer entrepreneurs’ product knowledge sharing through 
WeChat. Some interviewees described that WeChat played an important 
role in building and developing guanxi. 

There are different categories of guanxi [37]. After interviewing the 
customer entrepreneurs, we found that the theory of guanxi circles [54; 
56] could capture guanxi embedded in WeChat more precisely. As some 
of them described: 

I have some friends who introduced me to some people they know. (I3) 

8 Qianliao is an online knowledge community in China for people to share 
knowledge via live streaming and real-time interactions. 
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I post on social media and share the products with my family, relatives, 
friends, classmates, colleagues, and neighbors. (I5) 

I share products with friends, family members, and some people I know 
but I am not familiar with. However, family members and close friends are 
not my targets. They will come and ask me if they see the improvement of my 
skin. (I10) 

First, I would like to share products with my friends. They may share the 
link of my digital store or my name card with their friends, which are 
strangers to me. (I18) 

As we addressed in the literature review, there are three types of ties 
inside a guanxi circle: familial ties, familiar ties, and acquaintance ties. 
Strangers are outside the circle. Due to the characteristics of WeChat, 
most of WeChat friends are, at least, acquaintances. There might be 
some strangers on a customer entrepreneur’s WeChat friends, but most 
of them are referrals intermediated by people who already know the 
customer entrepreneurs, such as his/her family members and other 
relatives, friends, and colleagues. These strangers could get access to a 
customer entrepreneur on WeChat if somebody shares (shows and gives) 
this customer entrepreneur’s QR code or name card (note: these are 
functions of WeChat), though they might never meet with this customer 
entrepreneur in person. In this circumstance, the strangers that are listed 
as a person’s WeChat friends could be regarded as second-level ac-
quaintances. Only people who are mutual friends in WeChat can see 
posts of each other and receive messages from each other. Therefore, in 
online settings, most customer entrepreneurs often share their knowl-
edge with their WeChat friends, which consist of familial, familiar, and 
acquaintance ties that extend to second-level acquaintances. 

In summary, WeChat can enable offline relationships in the physical 
world online. It facilitates interpersonal communication, and knowledge 
sharing can be achieved in different formats such as texts, pictures, and 
videos [92]. Customer entrepreneurs share basic product knowledge and 
product-associated knowledge with different types of guanxi circles in 
WeChat. Compared with business in traditional e-commerce that usually 
involves strangers, sharing knowledge and conducting business on 
WeChat relies more on guanxi networks with family members, relatives, 
colleagues, friends, and acquaintances [47; 92]. The same knowledge 
can be shared with each of the three guanxi circles on WeChat. 

4.6. Obtaining benefits 

Customer entrepreneurs can benefit from participating in light 
entrepreneurship. On the one hand, customer entrepreneurs will benefit 
from product knowledge that they get from the free training sessions 
offered by the company CKYS. First, they know more about the in-
gredients of each product and its functions, how to use the products, and 
how to match different products. Second, they will also know more 
about how to market products via social marketing and WeChat mar-
keting. The following interview quotation indicates the benefits that 
customer entrepreneurs can obtain using the knowledge shared by the 
company: 

In the company training lectures, there are some specialized experts who 
can pass on the knowledge of products. So, I learn how to use and match these 
different products for people with different skin types to make their skin 
healthier. Now I have become an expert in skin management, which makes it 
easier to establish trust with my customers and have good guanxi with them. 
Sharing my knowledge of these products is beneficial for the products’ pro-
motion. I learn a lot from other customer entrepreneurs who are good at 
promoting products and improve myself a lot. Furthermore, I become more 
and more familiar with my acquaintances on WeChat. (I12) 

On the other hand, customer entrepreneurs share their knowledge 
about the products with other customers, which also brings benefits to 
both sides. We identified four kinds of benefits in the interviews, namely 
functional benefits, economic benefits, psychological benefits, and social 
benefits. 

Functional benefits refer to the quality of the product or the service, 
which reflects the core value [77]. Within this context, functional 

benefits are linked to one’s beauty and health resulting from using the 
products. For customer entrepreneurs, they spread product knowledge 
to others only after they have used the products themselves. By using the 
products customer entrepreneurs may improve their skin health and 
become more beautiful based on the core value of these products: 

These products on the platform are of good quality, that is why I am 
willing to share the knowledge of them with my friends. Good products that 
improved my skin and made me much healthier and more beautiful. (I1) 

My friend was using the products and her skin was getting pretty good and 
healthy, which made me interested in trying these products. I tried the 
products, and it turned out that my skin became better and better. (I4) 

The most important thing for me to share the knowledge of the platform or 
products is to promote the safety, trustworthiness, and leading technology of 
these products. The primary impact of CKYS on me is my skin improvement. It 
changes from being full of spots to no spots. It helps me gain beauty and 
confidence, which is what any woman dreams of. (I14) 

Economic benefits involve the monetary benefits that customer en-
trepreneurs obtain [31]. They can get discounts and price breaks to save 
money or earn commissions from product sales revenue. As the CEO 
said, “CKYS allows customers to obtain products of higher quality at lower 
prices. It facilitates start-ups and contributes to customer entrepreneurs in 
both economic income and spiritual pleasure.” Customer entrepreneurs also 
mentioned: 

I can get the products at lower prices and earn some money from sharing 
as well. Being a customer entrepreneur is also a kind of investment with good 
returns [economic benefits]. (I1) 

First, I can get lifelong discounts on these products for my personal use. If 
there is somebody who purchases these products after I share the knowledge 
with him/her, then I can get some commissions. I also benefit from sharing the 
platform successfully. The most important thing is the equity incentive [eco-
nomic benefits]. I feel good when I have such a part-time job [psychological 
benefits]. (I2) 

Psychological benefits describe the feelings of “reduced anxiety, trust, 
and confidence” [31, p. 104]. Customer entrepreneurs obtain benefits in 
mental or emotional aspects, which include spiritual value, self-efficacy, 
and trust-building. Our interviewees explained: 

CKYS helps me make full use of self-sharing and human resources man-
agement knowledge. It brings positive impacts. I gain some economic rewards 
incidentally [economic benefits]. This makes earning money fun for me and 
me happier as well. I get what I expect in both economic and spiritual satis-
faction [psychological benefits]. (I17, noted here: the interviewee used to 
be a human resource officer) 

I learn more specialized knowledge about products. I have much to offer in 
skin improvement and skin management. Also, my skin has improved a lot. 
This platform used to be a completely unfamiliar territory for me in terms of 
marketing and community management, which I had never done before. But I 
improved my capabilities through continuous learning. Finally, I discovered 
different aspects of myself. After becoming a customer entrepreneur, I real-
ized that I also have other capabilities and I can improve those capabilities. I 
am so happy about this. Many friends have gained beauty and health because 
of my sharing. More importantly, we have enhanced the trust and cooperation 
between us [psychological benefits]. (I13) 

During the sharing process, I deepened my knowledge of the products, 
increased the interactions with my friends, and established my confidence. 
Motivated by the platform, I realized that I need to share products and my 
knowledge with others, which motivates me to contact others more frequently. 
At the same time, it helps me strengthen the emotional bonds with others and 
get more attention from others. Constant sharing also expands the scope of my 
friends and acquaintances, which enriches my life. In the communities, I have 
improved my management and cognitive abilities to some extent [psycho-
logical benefits]. (I15) 

During the process of sharing the products and platform, I can help cus-
tomers find suitable skincare products and solve their problems, which makes 
customers acknowledge my efforts. I can also earn respect and trust from 
peers in our communities [psychological benefits]. (I16) 

Social benefits are associated with the emotional part of the 
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relationship such as fraternization, personal recognition, and friendship 
development [30; 31; 35]. In this study, social benefits are derived from 
enhancing the existing guanxi network, expanding new guanxi net-
works, and being recognized by others. 

I have made some new friends. I used to take care of my baby at home 
and it was hard for me to expand my horizons. Now I can share many 
things with my new friends, which helps me resolve many problems 
[social benefits]. (I12) 

I have expanded my guanxi networks and upgraded my trustworthiness. 
Moreover, I have built a closer guanxi with my friends [social benefits]. (I13) 

Personally speaking, what I gain from the platform is that I have improved 
my communication ability and team awareness. Now I am breaking free. My 
circle has been widened and I know people from different industries, which 
makes my way of thinking change. Now I know how to deal with things from 
different perspectives [social benefits]. (I10) 

During the process of sharing, I provide advice on not only skincare but 
also a healthier life. So, my friends trust me a lot because I am a specialist 
with an expanded guanxi. This helps us establish a closer guanxi [social 
benefits]. (I14) 

4.7. Social commerce affordances 

As a whole, the CKYS platform provides affordances, serving as a 
lubricant, for customer entrepreneurs to take on their role actively in 
light entrepreneurship. The CKYS platform directly links to WeChat, 
which helps customer entrepreneurs share product knowledge in a 
straightforward way. CKYS also has a WeChat mini program and a 
WeChat official account. As the CEO described, some customer entre-
preneurs also use live streaming or the WeChat official account to 
communicate with others by sharing products. This enables customer 
entrepreneurs to interact with their social ties directly. Customer en-
trepreneurs can use the platform simply and flexibly through the asso-
ciated mobile application or WeChat, access the product knowledge 
easily because of the training sessions offered by the company, and 
obtain different formats or layouts of product knowledge through 
various online channels. Six dimensions of social commerce affordances 
are identified: visibility, metavoicing, triggered attending, guided 
shopping, social connecting, and trading. 

With visibility affordance, customer entrepreneurs can get and post 

product information and personal user experience in different formats 
(e.g., texts, pictures, videos). 

I usually recommend products to my friends or I just post in my WeChat 
Moments Feed so that my WeChat friends can see product information. (I1) 

There are product-related materials and specifications on the platform. 
We can also seek advice from online customer service and professionals 
within groups. We also have WeChat groups for copywriting. I also refer to 
other people’s posts in WeChat Moments Feeds. (I17) 

Metavoicing affordance facilitates the interactions between customer 
entrepreneurs and others such as exchanging feedback, liking, and 
commenting on posts. 

I prefer to directly communicate with consumers, particularly when we 
have promotional events. I also post things on Moments Feed to let others 
know that I am doing business on the CKYS platform. (I14) 

I always communicate with other professionals within WeChat groups and 
learn about others’ posts in Moments Feeds. (I18) 

Triggered attending enables customer entrepreneurs to receive noti-
fications when product information changes. Some customer entrepre-
neurs revealed: 

The company sometimes holds promotional events to attract customers. 
For example, the price of the spray is RMB19.9 for flash sale. People will be 
notified about the price discount. Anyone with WeChat can snap up and share 
the information with family members and friends. (I6) 

We have WeChat groups, and we share moments with WeChat friends. 
We post specialized information about products, pictures, and videos of our 
users’ experience with the products. Nowadays, we can let others know what 
we are doing through WeChat and Weibo. (I12) 

Guided shopping affordance enables customer entrepreneurs to pro-
vide personalized information and service for others based on diverse 
preferences and needs. 

I share knowledge with others according to people’s needs. Some people 
want to remove the pimples, some want to decrease wrinkles, some want to 
moisturize. For example, I will recommend a specific type of products for 
people whose skin is sensitive. (I6) 

I prefer to know people’s needs before sharing products. Providing 
personalized solutions to their skin problems usually involves comprehensive 
knowledge. (I14) 

Social connecting affordance empowers customer entrepreneurs to 
reach out to others and establish connections. As many customer 

Fig. 2. A Process Model of Customer Entrepreneurship and Social Commerce Affordances.  
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entrepreneurs stated: 
The CKYS platform is like a social system that assembles people with 

different social statuses. (I13) 
On the platform, there are a lot of outstanding entrepreneurs and elites 

from different industries, while there are also some ordinary people. The 
platform links people from different fields. I think it is an excellent way to 
enable people to help and learn from each other. I expand my life circle by 
knowing people from different industries that I could not access before. (I10) 

Trading affordance facilitates the order placement and transaction 
completion by providing necessary functionalities and multiple payment 
methods. Since it is so common to use WeChat Pay, Alipay, and different 
bank account payments in daily life in China, our interviewees did not 
mention things directly related to payment options. However, what they 
said did imply the smooth completion of transactions: 

People who are interested can place the order on the CKYS platform after I 
share products. (I2) 

Since I had use experience before, when I knew that I could get them at a 
lower price, I just placed the order online through CKYS WeChat mini pro-
gram. (I25) 

5. A process model 

Grounded on the existing literature and the empirical data from our 
case study, we organize the findings into a process model to describe 
how customer entrepreneurs realize benefits when participating in light 
entrepreneurship via the facilitation of social commerce affordances, as 
described in Fig. 2. As inspired by individual reasons, economic op-
portunities, and socio-cultural encouragement, regular consumers can 
transform into customer entrepreneurs and start participating in light 
entrepreneurship, as further explained below. 

5.1. Participating in light entrepreneurship and acquiring knowledge 

Light entrepreneurship enables people to invest at low costs, take low 
risk, and work according to their own schedule with much flexibility. 
Furthermore, people can also operate their businesses and conduct 
entrepreneurial activities easily on the platform. Given the character-
istics of light entrepreneurship, people may perceive differently about it. 
Some people engage in light entrepreneurship due to personal needs for 
products or user experience after trying them. Some people may 
perceive economic (entrepreneurial) opportunities from the platform; 
thus, they want to make money out of it. The rest may participate in light 
entrepreneurship due to socio-cultural factors. In the case of CKYS, 
particularly because China encourages people to engage in entrepre-
neurial activities, people are influenced by such a mass entrepreneurship 
climate at the national level. Therefore, they are willing to participate in 
light entrepreneurship. With the above-mentioned perceptions, regular 
consumers register on the CKYS social commerce platform and start to 
participate in light entrepreneurship. Hence, they become customer 
entrepreneurs. 

Since these customer entrepreneurs may not hold prior knowledge 
about products, the CKYS company usually offers online and offline 
training sessions. After participating in light entrepreneurship, customer 
entrepreneurs can get these free training sessions to acquire product 
knowledge on WeChat through live streaming and WeChat groups. They 
can also obtain knowledge by learning from others through interacting 
with other customer entrepreneurs within WeChat groups and learning 
from their WeChat Moments. 

5.2. From acquiring knowledge to sharing knowledge 

With enhanced product knowledge, customer entrepreneurs can 
share product knowledge with people in different guanxi circles via 
WeChat. Since WeChat has become a widespread social media applica-
tion in China, traditional offline guanxi is integrated into WeChat online. 
As mentioned above, customer entrepreneurs can share their products 

and relevant knowledge with people who are their WeChat friends on-
line, which implies that transactions on WeChat can only occur between 
those who are friends on WeChat. It is hard to get access to a stranger’s 
information on WeChat without any shared connections due to the 
relatively private and closed property of WeChat. WeChat-embedded 
social ties have been proposed to describe the relationships on 
WeChat, which contains WeChat-embedded expressive ties and WeChat- 
embedded instrumental ties [47]. However, in the case of CKYS, 
customer entrepreneurs might not share the products and relevant 
knowledge for an instrumental purpose such as promoting products 
intentionally. For instance, when they post product information on 
Moments Feeds, they might only want to attract attention on social 
media in general, but without the expectation to sell products via that 
particular post for financial benefits. 

The theory of guanxi circles provides a picturesque image of a focal 
person’s social networks in the Chinese context [54]. Furthermore, there 
are no “utter strangers” on WeChat. In our case, in terms of one’s social 
networks embedded in WeChat, a customer entrepreneur is at the center 
of his or her guanxi circles. There might be some people who are 
introduced by the customer entrepreneur’s friends, colleagues, or 
others. We regard these people as “referrals” who might not be directly 
known by the customer entrepreneur. However, in our context, we argue 
that these referrals should be classified into acquaintance ties due to 
weak second-level ties intermediated by people who are known by the 
customer entrepreneur. Therefore, we propose that customer entrepre-
neurs can share knowledge with familial, familiar, and acquaintance ties 
embedded in WeChat. However, with people in different guanxi circles, 
customer entrepreneurs may realize their benefits differently through 
knowledge sharing activities. Furthermore, the mass entrepreneurship 
climate and social commerce affordances may also play different roles 
during the processes. 

5.3. Sharing knowledge with familial ties for benefit realization 

Previous literature supports that Chinese people are apt to treat 
different relationships by applying different social exchange rules [e.g., 
9; 20]. The guanxi circle theory also posits that the focal person uses 
different rules with people in different circles [57; 56; 58; 54]. Familial 
ties follow the rule of need [54]. Members in this circle usually meet 
each other’s needs without any expectations of reciprocity and they 
have an obligation to protect each other in any conditions [20]. 
Self-interested behavior is regarded as immoral and is not encouraged in 
this circle. Therefore, when interacting with familial ties, people are not 
likely to break the rules. In the case of CKYS, it is difficult for customer 
entrepreneurs to sell products to familial ties in Chinese culture. First, 
customer entrepreneurs do not expect their familial ties to purchase 
products from them. People have a propensity for calling for different 
benefits from different relationships [95]. Some customer entrepreneurs 
of our informants explained that they did not regard familial ties as the 
main target because some of them might be opposed to purchasing 
products. Thus, customer entrepreneurs probably share knowledge with 
familial ties without any instrumental motivations. 

From the role theory perspective, combining close relationships with 
businesses could incur role conflicts because of incompatible relational 
expectations [29]. For example, compared with business relationships, 
which usually involve instrumental purposes, close friendships 
encourage an exclusively intrinsic orientation [29]. The 
friendship-business role conflict will hurt the potential benefits that 
friendships can create. It is reasonable that one person will be 
denounced by others if this person keeps only doing things for his/her 
own interests. If the customer entrepreneurs continuously recommend 
the products to their familial ties specifically, people in the familial 
circle might get upset and have doubts about the relationship roles 
because they feel these customer entrepreneurs take advantage of the 
close relationships for economic benefits [29]. Our interviews with 
other regular customers also provided their views and perceptions 
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toward customer entrepreneurs. Some mentioned that when they were 
offered free trials, they would be willing to try the products and share 
product information in WeChat Moments Feed. However, they did not 
directly buy products from those customer entrepreneurs who are fa-
milial ties. 

Therefore, customer entrepreneurs know that they are likely to ruin 
the familial relationships when these are perceived to be used for 
earning commissions on the orders. Alternatively, these customer en-
trepreneurs may choose to give the products to their familial ties for free 
or they pay for the cost of the products on their own. The main purpose is 
to let their familial ties try good products. 

On the other hand, it is likely that those who belong to the familial 
ties of a customer entrepreneur’s guanxi circle will help to share the 
customer entrepreneur’s digital store QR code on WeChat, even if they 
may feel hesitant to buy the products, especially via virtual channels like 
WeChat. As one customer entrepreneur mentioned that, “People who 
have close relationships with me resist buying recommended products. They 
are afraid of me making profits from them.” The more the customer 
entrepreneur shares the product knowledge with familial ties, the more 
they may feel averse. As members of familial ties, they know that their 
relationship with each other is almost impossible to be broken. In other 
words, there are no consequences if they do not buy products from the 
customer entrepreneur. They do not mind ignoring what the customer 
entrepreneur shares about the products on WeChat. If a customer 
entrepreneur shares the product-relevant knowledge on WeChat too 
frequently, his/her familial ties are likely to choose to hide the WeChat 
moment feeds of this customer entrepreneur. Alternatively, they can 
prevent the customer entrepreneurs’ Moments updates from appearing 
in their own Moments Feeds, which may decrease the likelihood of, for 
instance, helping share QR codes with other people. Hence, customer 
entrepreneurs’ knowledge sharing with familial ties via WeChat can 
have a negative influence on their benefit realization. 

5.4. Sharing knowledge with familiar ties for benefit realization 

A customer entrepreneur’s substantive, frequent, and long-term in-
teractions with an acquaintance may bring this acquaintance into the 
customer entrepreneur’s familiar ties, resulting in a trusting and recip-
rocal relationship. Familiar ties can be mixed relationships with both 
expressive and instrumental components [e.g., Burt et al. 2017; 20; 54]. 
The long-term orientation [36] of Chinese people results in the balance 
between expressive and instrumental intentions. From the perspective of 
expressive motives, first, familiar ties tend to trust the customer entre-
preneur because they already know the person well through substantive, 
frequent, and long-term interactions. Familiar ties have been verified to 
show a higher level of trust than other types of guanxi [55]. Second, 
familiar ties must consider ganqing, mianzi, and renqing when they are 
expected to purchase the products or spread information about the 
products. A person of a customer entrepreneur’s familiar ties may pur-
chase products from the customer entrepreneur to reciprocate past fa-
vors. If this person does not take into account the reciprocal obligation, 
he/she is likely to lose mianzi and hurt the customer entrepreneur’s 
feelings. Ganqing plays a vital role in maintaining long-term relation-
ships among familiar ties. Once ganqing is jeopardized, the guanxi be-
tween the two parties might be undermined. Therefore, familiar ties can 
provide support for the customer entrepreneur’s business in the form of 
purchasing the products or sharing product-relevant information. If they 
recommend the products or QR code to others, the customer entrepre-
neur can obtain more potential customers. 

From the perspective of instrumental motives, familiar ties appear to 
have the intention to purchase these products premised on self-interest 
and calculative rationality. Some other regular customers we inter-
viewed stated that they would check friends’ (who are customer entre-
preneurs) WeChat posts if they needed to buy similar products that these 
customer entrepreneurs were promoting. Even if they did not need those 
products, they would support them through buying some if the prices 

were acceptable. 
On one hand, these people can enjoy discounts if they purchase 

products online. For most people, especially females, skincare products 
are necessities. This channel offers them a good opportunity to learn 
about and try new products, as well as enjoy great discounts on good 
products. On the other hand, familiar ties tend to follow the rule of favor 
exchange, which involves renqing [e.g., 9; 54]. They offer renqing 
incidentally to the customer entrepreneur in a cost-effective way. It 
means, if they buy from a customer entrepreneur, it connotes that the 
customer entrepreneur most likely will reciprocate when being asked for 
help in the future. Accordingly, customer entrepreneurs’ knowledge 
sharing with familiar ties via WeChat will help with their benefits 
realization. 

5.5. Sharing knowledge with acquaintance ties for benefit realization 

Acquaintance ties are short-term relationships that could be 
described by the rule of equity for instrumental intentions [e.g., 58; 54]. 
In our case, when customer entrepreneurs share product-relevant 
knowledge with their acquaintances, the latter will calculate the bene-
fits that they can obtain from buying the products. As a result, the online 
discounts of products attract people in this circle to give it a try. As the 
CEO said, “It is easier to successfully share with weak ties and engage them.” 
Acquaintances belong to weak ties and prefer to ask for instant return 
and bargaining (Burt et al. 2017). Therefore, on the one hand, ac-
quaintances’ trust in the customer entrepreneur can be calculative based 
[54]. On the other hand, trust between acquaintances can be cultivated 
through the accumulated reputation. In this study, the reputation of the 
customer entrepreneur is built through his/her familiar ties because 
they can recommend the products, digital store, and name card of the 
customer entrepreneur to others. 

As such, customer entrepreneurs’ knowledge sharing with acquain-
tance ties via WeChat helps customer entrepreneurs obtain benefits. 

5.6. Role of mass entrepreneurship climate 

The mass entrepreneurship climate aims to activate the vigor for 
entrepreneurship. First, the mass entrepreneurship climate points out 
the importance of leveraging social relations and emphasizes connecting 
with others. It has the potential to shape people’s mentality of entre-
preneurial activities and to diffuse such a mentality to the entire society 
[84]. Second, with the national strategy of mass entrepreneurship, 
people, including college students, migrant workers, and the unem-
ployed, are encouraged to start their own businesses. With the strong 
mass entrepreneurship climate, people can self-employ by doing busi-
ness. Third, the government provides preferable policies, resources, 
technologies, and public services to support mass entrepreneurship. It 
also urges companies to utilize platforms in the sharing economy and 
attract more people to participate in such platforms. In turn, these also 
enable people to be aware of the entrepreneurship practices similar to 
CKYS. 

In the case of CKYS, the climate for mass entrepreneurship facilitates 
a friendly environment for customer entrepreneurs to start a business. 
The corresponding government policies, resources, markets, and tech-
nologies pertaining to mass entrepreneurship reduce perceived risks and 
uncertainties by customer entrepreneurs and other regular consumers. 
Some customer entrepreneurs stated that they were motivated to share 
products proactively due to the national initiative of mass entrepre-
neurship. With the high mass entrepreneurship climate across the entire 
country, it is easier to establish mutual trust between customer entre-
preneurs and other regular consumers. Everyone is exposed to infor-
mation regarding mass entrepreneurship. Hence, it is not rare to see 
posts regarding CKYS or similar business models in WeChat Moments 
Feeds. Since many people are doing similar things, other customers 
might be less reluctant to purchase products from customer 
entrepreneurs. 
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In other words, because of the mass entrepreneurship climate and 
other customers’ prior knowledge about mass entrepreneurship, 
customer entrepreneurs might experience fewer frictions during the 
sharing process. This applies to people in general including the three 
guanxi circles of a customer entrepreneur. Thus the mass entrepre-
neurship climate helps to mitigate the negative impact of knowledge 
sharing with familial ties on customer entrepreneur benefit realization 
and facilitates the positive impacts of knowledge sharing with familiar 
ties as well as acquaintance ties on customer entrepreneur benefit 
realization. 

5.7. Role of social commerce affordances 

The social commerce affordances of the CKYS platform help 
customer entrepreneurs acquire product knowledge and transform it 
into real benefits. In other words, the CKYS platform is instrumental in 
the acquiring knowledge—sharing knowledge—obtaining benefits 
process. 

With the visibility, metavoicing, and triggered attending affordan-
ces, on the one hand, customer entrepreneurs can acquire more 
knowledge relatively easily from the training sessions provided by the 
company. With enhanced knowledge, customer entrepreneurs can share 
knowledge in different formats, make it visible to others, and interact 
with other customer entrepreneurs and regular consumers. Therefore, 
customer entrepreneurs are likely to obtain more benefits in different 
aspects. For example, the acquired knowledge helps customer entre-
preneurs become more experienced in the field and improve their ca-
pabilities to solve relevant problems. Customer entrepreneurs 
themselves can obtain functional benefits such as being beautiful and 
healthy. The improved knowledge of products also enhances their self- 
efficacy and thus helps them gain psychological benefits to some 
extent. Customer entrepreneurs can also gain economic benefits through 
potential purchases, psychological benefits through improved knowl-
edge, and social benefits through diverse connections. 

With the social connecting affordance, customer entrepreneurs are 
more likely to establish connections with the experts and elites, which 
not only enables them to learn more from others but also helps them 
expand guanxi networks and gain benefits of social interactions. With 
the guided shopping affordance, customer entrepreneurs are able to 
provide customized knowledge to regular consumers based on different 
needs and preferences. With the trading affordance, they are able to 
finish transactions smoothly, which facilitates customer entrepreneurs’ 
benefit realization process. 

These affordances bring in more targeted customers to customer 
entrepreneurs through the platform and strengthen the trust between 
customer entrepreneurs and other customers, as well as reduce the 
perceived risk by other customers. This makes customers receptive to 
the products and relevant knowledge, leading to potential purchases and 
increasing the economic benefits. In other words, the affordances allow 
customer entrepreneurs to have access to potential buyers and earn 
more economic benefits through commissions from the purchases by 
these customers. 

As stated above, these affordances facilitate the trust between 
customer entrepreneurs and other regular consumers. The familial ties 
are likely to learn more about the platform and products, taking away 
possible doubts about the customer entrepreneurs’ intentions to share 
product knowledge. Thus, when regular consumers then see customer 
entrepreneurs’ sharing information about the products on WeChat, they 
will be more willing to help share the QR codes with others. Therefore, 
these social commerce affordances can mitigate the negative effects of 
knowledge sharing with familial ties. As a result, customer entrepre-
neurs are more confident when they share product knowledge with 
others, which helps increase customer entrepreneurs’ trustworthiness 
when customer entrepreneurs share product knowledge with members 
from familiar and acquaintance ties. Consequently, members of familiar 
and acquaintance ties are more likely to try the products and create 

benefits for customer entrepreneurs. Hence, the social commerce 
affordances of CKYS platform help to alleviate the negative impact of 
knowledge sharing with familial ties on customer entrepreneur benefit 
realization and facilitate the positive impacts of knowledge sharing with 
familiar ties as well as acquaintance ties on customer entrepreneur 
benefit realization. 

To conclude, with the facilitating mass entrepreneurship climate, 
customer entrepreneurs are more willing to participate in light entre-
preneurship as this can bring them actual benefits. Given the affordances 
the CKYS platform provides, customer entrepreneurs can easily acquire 
and share knowledge with others via guanxi circles. Regular consumers 
are more likely to trust customer entrepreneurs and CKYS-kind business 
models, which help customer entrepreneurs to realize the benefits. 

6. Key findings, implications, and future research 

6.1. Key findings 

In this study, we derived a process model to describe how customer 
entrepreneurs realize benefits from participating in light entrepreneur-
ship through acquiring knowledge and sharing knowledge with guanxi 
circles embedded in social media, i.e., WeChat. Specifically, we explored 
the roles of the mass entrepreneurship climate and six dimensions of 
social commerce affordances in the process of benefit realization by 
conducting a case study of CKYS. This case study involves interviews 
with the CEO, 18 customer entrepreneurs affiliated with the company, 
and 6 regular consumers, as well as the company’s internal documents. 
Drawing upon the theory of guanxi circles, we identified three types of 
guanxi embedded in social media – familial ties, familiar ties, and ac-
quaintance ties. We delved into the mechanisms to realize benefits from 
acquiring knowledge and sharing knowledge with three types of guanxi 
circles as facilitated by the mass entrepreneurship climate and social 
commerce affordances. 

6.2. Theoretical implications 

We formulated our findings in the form of a process model to 
conceptualize how customer entrepreneurs realize benefits from 
participating in light entrepreneurship. Our work contributes to the 
existing literature in the following ways. First, we have initiated a 
starting point to explore the emerging phenomenon of customer entre-
preneurs’ benefit realization from light entrepreneurship by incorpo-
rating the Chinese concept of guanxi circles with the social media 
application. In the digital age, guanxi can be developed and maintained 
online through social media [15; Davison & Ou 2014]. We have iden-
tified three types of guanxi embedded in social media, namely WeChat 
in this study: familial, familiar, and acquaintance ties. By extending the 
theory of guanxi circles to the social commerce context, this study 
contributes to the literature on digitally enabled guanxi and social 
commerce. 

Second, we have advanced the scholarly understanding of the 
theoretical conceptualizations involved in the real-world phenomenon. 
We have theorized three important concepts: customer entrepreneur, 
mass entrepreneurship climate, and light entrepreneurship to describe 
this phenomenon. The mass entrepreneurship context plays a critical 
role in shaping individuals’ mentality of entrepreneurial business and 
building trust between customer entrepreneurs and other customers. 
The social commerce affordances of the platform facilitate the success of 
new business models, i.e., light entrepreneurship, with the leverage of 
guanxi circles embedded in social commerce platforms. This study can 
serve as a springboard for the scholarly investigation of social commerce 
platforms from the technology affordance perspective. Finally, our study 
also provides implications for these concepts to be potentially oper-
ationalized and tested in empirical settings. 
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6.3. Practical implications 

For e-commerce platforms, our study highlights the importance of 
guanxi in business success. Guanxi has been examined in recent research 
as a key element in successful transactions in China [12; [68]]. Based on 
our findings, practitioners can learn how to leverage different guanxi 
circles to promote product sales through social media. Thus, developers 
and managers of e-commerce platforms can link the platforms to 
different social media applications to make full use of customers’ guanxi 
circles. Start-ups and companies with new products can innovate their 
business models with a good climate for mass entrepreneurship. They 
can leverage the wisdom and social networks from “the mass” and 
transform their customers into a salesforce. This helps companies diffuse 
products quickly. Additionally, practitioners must manage different 
types of social commerce platform affordances. For instance, to enhance 
people’s motivation to use the platform and participate in light entre-
preneurship, the technology affordances and mass entrepreneurship 
climate can be utilized. The CKYS platform provides the affordances that 
enable customer entrepreneurs to use the platform, acquire and share 
knowledge, and pursue entrepreneurial opportunities thus help the 
company to expand its market tremendously. 

6.4. Limitations and future research 

This study has some limitations that open up the opportunity for 
future research. First, this study provides theoretical conceptualizations. 
Future studies can operationalize and test related concepts by devel-
oping a variance model and collecting survey data. This study mainly 
relies on data from a revelatory case to develop a process model. Future 
research can consider collecting a rich set of data from different com-
panies for a cross-case comparison. Second, we encourage future studies 
to delve into other potential factors that relate to entrepreneur cus-
tomers’ benefit realization in participating in light entrepreneurship. 
For example, customers’ trust and perceived risk might influence the 
benefit realization process. Furthermore, since guanxi establishment 
and maintenance cannot happen without WeChat, future studies should 
explore the “social” side such as the communication part of WeChat. 

7. Conclusion 

This study suggests that the entanglement of e-commerce and social 
elements have significant impacts on the process of realizing actual 
benefits for customer entrepreneurs via acquiring and sharing knowl-
edge within different guanxi circles. Furthermore, we theorized that the 
mass entrepreneurship climate and social commerce affordances play 
critical roles in this benefit realization process. We look forward to more 
theoretical and practical endeavors in digital customer 
entrepreneurship. 

APPENDIX 1. INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
We include four sections for the interview with customer entrepre-

neurs and one section for the interview with regular consumers. 
The Chuang Ke Yun Shang (CKYS) Platform and Customer 

Entrepreneur Benefits  

1 How do you think about the CKYS platform?  
2 Why are you willing to share the platform or products to others?  
3 How does this CKYS platform affect you? What can you benefit from 

the platform? 

Customer Entrepreneur Knowledge Sharing  

1 In your opinion, what does the product-related knowledge refer to?  
2 How do you acquire product-related knowledge?  
3 How do you share or promote the product? Do you use any social 

media applications?  

4 What kind of knowledge do you need to share when you recommend 
the products to others?  

5 What problems do you encounter when you share the products with 
others? 

Fig. A1. Data Structure.  
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Guanxi and Customer Entrepreneur Knowledge Sharing  

1 To whom do you recommend the products? Is it easier to sell the 
products successfully to your family or friends?  

2 How does guanxi support your knowledge sharing and product 
promotion?  

3 In what ways do social media help you in the above product-related 
activities? 

Customer Entrepreneur Knowledge Sharing and Customer 
Entrepreneur Benefits  

1 What do you benefit from sharing product knowledge?  
2 What do you benefit from knowledge sharing with people in different 

guanxi circles? 

Regular Consumers’ Views and Perceptions of the CKYS Plat-
form and Customer Entrepreneurs  

1 Do you know the brand Collgene? Do you know Chuang Ke Yun 
Shang (CKYS)?  

2 (Introduction about CKYS) What do you think of platforms like 
CKYS? Do you trust such a platform?  

3 How do you feel about these customer entrepreneurs?  
4 If a stranger or someone in your guanxi networks becomes a 

customer entrepreneur, s/he shares and recommends products to 
you. What do you think of these two types of customer entrepre-
neurs? Will you perceive them differently?  

5 If someone in your familial ties (such as a family member) shares and 
recommends products to you as customer entrepreneurs, how do you 
feel about it? What if it is someone in your familiar ties (such as a 
friend or colleague)? What if it is someone in your acquaintance ties? 

Appendix 2. Data structure with representative quotations 
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