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		Abstract

		Peer assistance is a core activity in many user innovation communities. Receiving assistance is especially important in communities that are centered around tools such as laboratory equipment, programming environments, or prototyping machines, as their complex technical nature makes setting them up and using them often challenging. We investigate how and when users reciprocate assistance they receive for tool-related issues and base our expectations on social exchange theory. Regarding the how, we argue that receiving tool-related assistance in user innovation communities will induce reciprocal behavior so that users will subsequently provide a) tool-related assistance to peers, b) innovative designs, and c) evaluations of peers’ innovative designs. Regarding the when, we expect that this reciprocal behavior is most pronounced in early stages of the community lifecycle as well as in open (vs. closed) source systems. Our empirical context are 3D printers, which are important tools in many innovation processes. We study the effects of receiving tool-related assistance in 87 user communities centered around 3D printers hosted on the platform Thingiverse. We find strong support for our hypotheses, suggesting the existence of a free social multiplier that is most pronounced in early-stage and open source user innovation communities. 
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