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Abstract 

 

The Power of Online Aggregation 

 

 

 

 

Yue Weng, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Yongjun Sung 

 

Online aggregation is a new trend in today’s world. It is developed from an IT 

concept to a much broader idea that applies to a variety of areas such as information, 

human capital, social power, and so on. The power of online aggregation has not only 

changed the way of business, but also affected the process of social development. The 

current study identified three models of online aggregation and provided examples of 

each. Some future implications and downsides of online aggregation are also discussed in 

this paper. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Time’s Person of the Year in 2006 is YOU. The World Wide Web became a tool 

for bringing together the small contributions of millions of people and making them 

matter. With the development of communication technology, we are enjoying advanced 

experiences compared to ten years ago. Web. 2.0 (O’Reilly, 2005), is a relatively new 

term referring to a web platform where people can share information and interact with 

others with the content that the participants create, and it has brought a new way of 

communication to our society. The most popular applications of Web 2.0 are social media 

such as Facebook, Wikipedia, and blogging. These uses of the Internet offer us vast new 

opportunities to interact with total strangers. What’s most fascinating is that these 

interactions can be fun, informative, even profitable (Resnick et al., 2000).  

However, the phenomenal amount of information and resources confuses people’s 

and challenges their ability to process so much in so short a time. These obstacles affect 

human behavior and their way of thinking in the long-term. Various kinds of online 

aggregation are one of the typical phenomena that have emerged to try, firstly, to solve 

some of the problems that rich media has brought to us, such as information overload, 

and secondly, to leverage the characteristics of Web 2.0 to benefit people more. Here are 

several simple examples: aggregation of products like Amazon, an online shopping 

website, aggregation of a social network like Facebook, an online platform with a certain 

number of friends on it, and aggregation of buying power like Groupon, an online 

platform that gathers a big preorder quota overnight.  

The convergence of all these online activities reveals a renewed belief in the 

importance of community. People are not asked to share nicely for altruism, but to build a 

system in place where people can share resources not only without forfeiting cherished 
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personal values but also expressing their thoughts and lifestyle. As Botsman and Rogers 

(2010) claimed in their book, What’s Mine Is Yours: The Rise Of Collaborative 

Consumption, we are moving away from the old centralized and controlled forms of 

consumerism toward sharing, aggregation, and cooperation.  

There are hundreds of aggregation websites available with different offerings. 

However, are they all the same, or do they exist for different purposes? Are they serving 

the same kind of users or target audiences? Are they using the same strategies to capture 

new users? Are they creating the same value for their users? These lead to a more general 

question of how can online aggregation evolve over time to satisfy people’s needs? This 

paper tries to explore these areas because there are significant monetizing opportunities 

of online aggregation, including both revenue from e-commerce and advertising. 

Meanwhile, online aggregation can also facilitate political and social purposes if 

leveraged properly. The main approach of this paper is to classify online aggregation in a 

number of categories in a systematic way so that the features and value of aggregation 

websites can be better understood and evaluated. After examining all different categories 

of online aggregation, some general principles for each on how specific kinds of online 

aggregation are created and how they benefit people will be presented. Furthermore, this 

paper attempts to predict certain future milestones of online aggregation and make some 

suggestions to better leverage current resources to create more enjoyable experiences for 

the general public from a managerial perspective. 

Later in this paper, a literature review of web 2.0 and some aggregation 

mechanisms is conducted. Three different types of online aggregation are defined and 

discussed with their characteristics and value. Each type of aggregation is demonstrated 

with a couple of case studies to abstract the essence of the mechanism and benefits. This 

will be followed by a summary of online aggregation classifications and general future 
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trends. Ending the paper are concluding thoughts with implications and possible areas of 

future research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Online aggregation was originally an Internet term for harvesting information 

from a variety of sources and representing it according to a specific set of requirements. 

Hellerstein, Haas and Wang (1997) defined as a “batch mode” process: “a query [was] 

submitted, the system [processed] a large volume of data over a long period of time, and, 

eventually, the final result [was] returned” (P.171). Aggregation processing has become 

more and more important because data sets have grown larger, and the users and 

interfaces have become more sophisticated. People want to not only extract specific data 

but also general characterizations of large subsets of the data (Hellerstein et al., 1997). 

As time passed, online aggregation began to be used in other contexts. News 

aggregators are one of the most popular application forms of online aggregation. In the 

article “Aggregating the Aggregators (2005)”, several news aggregators, which 

automatically send content from subscribed news websites, were compared in their 

functions, pricing, and so on. However, literature on other types of online aggregation, 

such as aggregation of buying or social power, is still scarce or non-existent. This paper 

extends the connotation of online aggregation to a broader understanding. Aggregation 

not only refers to a simple database or information gathering process, but encompasses 

any objects such as people, buying power and activities that create aggregated benefits 

for the group. It is beneficial to understand online aggregation broadly so that Web 2.0 

can be better leveraged as a multi-functional platform and create more business as well as 

social value. The focus of this paper is not on the algorithms of aggregation but on how 

the elements of aggregation come together and form constructs from a social and 

psychological point of view. In order to examine this bigger arena, several basic ideas 
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and factors need to be explained, including the platform of Web2.0, intermediary 

mechanism, online feedback mechanism, and collaborative filtering mechanism. 

 

2.1. The New Platform of Web 2.0 

This is the fundamental idea that formulates all online aggregation. In Tim 

O’Reilly’s (2005) answer to the question of “what is Web 2.0?”, he stated that a Web 2.0 

site allows users to interact and collaborate with each other in a virtual community. The 

content of the website can be generated by users instead of webmasters only. Web 2.0 

doesn’t have a hard boundary in terms of its definition, but rather, there are a set of 

principles proposed by O’Reilly (2005) which shape the core of this concept. Below are 

the ones most relevant to online aggregation. 

The first principle is “the web as platform”. The key point here is that the service 

automatically gets better when there are more users. A Web 2.0 site is not just a static 

object, but functions as a bridge among different parties. Online aggregation definitely 

needs to take this principle into consideration when this platform wants to aggregate more 

people and connect the aggregators.  

The second principle is “harnessing collective Intelligence”. Web 2.0’s hyperlinks 

connect thousands of sites with vastly different content. The collective activity of all 

users has been taken advantage of and already has generated some successful business 

models, such as Amazon and eBay. Wikipedia, as an online aggregation of public 

wisdom, has demonstrated the second principle in a vivid way.  

The third principle is “data is the next Intel inside”. Database management is a 

core competency of Web 2.0 companies. Services based on databases can add great value 

to consumers and can be a primary source of revenue.  
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The fourth principle is “software above the level of a single device”. Since Web 

2.0 is a platform, it can cross a single device and reach different devices. As with 

aggregation, all the aggregation mechanisms can be applied across different devices and 

take place with no limit of time and space.  

The last principle is “rich user experiences”. The platform can integrate various 

functions on itself and become a one-stop service to the users. This is exactly what a lot 

of aggregation sites are trying to achieve. 

Sharma (2008) also summarized eight core characteristics of Web 2.0 services. 

Among them, user-centered design, web as platform, collaboration, power 

decentralization, and rich user experience have very similar meanings to O’Reilly’s main 

ideas. But, crowd-sourcing, another summarized characteristic of Web 2.0, has significant 

value to online aggregation. Outsourcing happens when the organizer wants to call for 

help from the external environment instead of hiring internal staff (Howe, 2006). This 

creates a large opportunity for amateurs to contribute to aggregation. Some of online 

aggregation is directly based on crowd-sourcing, like Wikipedia, which leverages a large 

group of people or community (a "crowd"), through an open call. 

 

2.2. Three General Mechanisms 

 Even though online aggregation largely depends on Web 2.0, there are still 

several other major operational mechanisms that facilitate the development of online 

aggregation. They are the mechanisms of informediaries, online feedback, and 

collaborative filtering. Some have existed for quite a long time while some are borrowed 

from other areas. Each of them has a unique and critical value to the creation of online 

aggregation.  
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2.2.1. Intermediaries and Infomediaries 

An intermediary is a third party that offers intermediation services as an agent 

between two trading parties. Intermediaries create value via collecting, aggregating, 

displaying, and processing information. One of the services offered by intermediaries 

discussed by Bailey and Bakos (1997) was aggregation of buyer demand and seller 

products. How to match the two parties’ interests and benefits and how to help them build 

up trust were another two aspects where intermediaries can contribute.  

Kaplan and Sawhney (2000) reinforced the notion that electronic intermediaries, 

also known as e-hub, fulfill aggregation and matching roles by bringing a large number of 

buyers and sellers to the same table and enabling real-time negotiation between both 

parties. One important characteristic of this mechanism mentioned is that adding another 

buyer to the platform benefits the sellers, while adding another seller benefits the buyers 

(Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000). Many of the online aggregation sites are platforms for 

aggregating sellers and buyers. Some of them are neutral as opposed to biased in that they 

are operated by independent third parties and don’t favor buyers over sellers or vice versa 

(Kaplan and Sawhney, 2000). For example, eBay is such a neutral platform to both 

buyers and sellers as opposed to Amazon where the seller is actually itself. One 

characteristic of neutral electronic intrmediaries is that they are most likely to succeed in 

markets that are fragmented on both the buyer and seller sides. In such markets, neutral 

electronic intermediaries add more value by reducing transaction costs and aggregating 

and improving matching mechanism. 

Three common markets of online aggregation that provide consumers with 

aggregation benefits as intermediaries summarized by Giaglis, Klein & O’Keefe (1999) 

were the publishing market, the music market and the flight ticket market. Bakos (1998) 

summarized two major emerging trends that distinguish product offerings in electronic 
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marketplaces from their traditional counterparts as (a) increased personalization and 

customization of offerings and (b) aggregation and disaggregation of information-based 

product components. Besides these two points, Giaglis et al. (1999) also claimed a third 

trend of demand aggregation, which was aggregation utilized by customers. 

Bhargava and Choudhary (2004) adapted the concept of intermediary into 

infomediary, which were intermediaries that capture, aggregate, and exploit information 

about participating parties in order to facilitate the efficient allocation of goods or 

services. They defined the two factors contributing to network benefit generally as the 

size of the network and the intensity of the network benefit. The size of a network means 

the number of participants for both buyers and sellers, while the intensity of the 

aggregation benefit is determined by the perception of buyers or sellers of how much 

benefit they think they get from the other party according to different market 

characteristics and the information processing features provided. For example, if an 

intermediary makes information such as product features and price available in an 

aggregated form, then buyers realize an aggregation benefit. 

With the popularity of electronic intermediaries and infomediaries increasing in 

today’s market, people began to think about what the future of this relatively new format 

of business model might be. Bailey and Bakos (1997) envisaged electronic intermediaries 

going through one of three scenarios: a) Disintermediation Scenario, where the traditional 

intermediaries will be replaced by electronic intermediaries due to low transaction costs 

for both buyers and sellers; b) Reintermediation Scenario, where traditional 

intermediaries take advantage of their expertise and economies of scale or differentiate/ 

concentrate themselves in certain markets; and c) Cybermediation Scenario, where 

wholly new types of intermediaries provide the necessary infrastructure for market 

functions to facilitate electronic commerce, such as navigation and selection assistance, 
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rating services, etc. Because intermediaries and online aggregations are similar, it is 

conceivable that their possible future avenues of development are also similar. 

In summary, electronic intermediaries and infomediaries in consumer-oriented 

markets may help reduce the search space and introduce users to “communities of 

interest” for peer recommendations. They can also provide marketing information that 

allows suppliers to tailor their products based on their marketing strategy and on their 

customers’ needs. 

 

2.2.2. Online Feedback 

According to Dellarocas (2003), online feedback mechanisms are the use of 

bidirectional communication capabilities of the Internet to virtually create large-scale, 

word-of-mouth networks where individuals share opinions and experiences on a wide 

range of topics, especially companies, products, and services. It is also known as a 

reputation system by Resnick et al.’s (2000) definition that a reputation system collected, 

distributed, and aggregated feedback about participants’ past behavior. Though few 

producers or consumers of the ratings know one another, these systems helped people 

decide whom to trust, encouraged trustworthy behavior, and deterred participation by 

those who were unskilled or dishonest.  

The online feedback mechanisms, which can be treated as electronic word-of-

mouth (hereafter eWOM), are different from traditional word-of-mouth (WOM) networks 

of the past (Dellarocas, 2003) in that (1) they have unprecedented scale thanks to the 

exploitation of the Internet’s low-cost, bidirectional communication capabilities; (2) they 

possess the ability of their designers to precisely control and monitor their operation 

through the introduction of automated feedback mediators, and (3) they encounter new 

challenges introduced by online interaction. 
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It is usually costly to capture and distribute feedback in the offline world while 

the Internet can accelerate and provide structure to the process even between strangers. 

As a solution to the problem of trust on the Internet due to short-term relationships, 

reputation systems have immediate appeal because 1) when people interact with one 

another over time, the history of past interactions informs them about their abilities and 

dispositions; and 2) the expectation of reciprocity or retaliation in future interactions 

creates an incentive for good behavior (Resnick et al., 2000). In this case, the feedback 

mechanism helps to create an ideal environment to foster the trust that is necessary for 

online aggregation. 

eBay’s impressive commercial success indicates that its feedback mechanism has 

succeeded in achieving its primary objective: generate enough traffic and sufficient trust 

among buyers to persuade them to assume the risk of transacting with complete strangers 

(Ba & Pavlou, 2002). Many more websites, such as Yahoo! Auction, took the same 

action and developed their own eBay-like reputation systems with variations, like a rating 

scale of 1-5, several measures like friendliness, prompt response, quality product and 

averaging instead of summing feedback score (Resnick et al., 2000). 

Another example that directly incorporates a feedback mechanism lies in online 

review websites, which are very common and popular nowadays. When summarizing 

new communication features in online communities, Xia et al. (2009) brought a new 

concept called Ballot Box Communication (BBC). It is an aggregation mechanism that 

reflects the common experience and opinions among individuals. One important 

characteristic of BBC is many-to-one communication. This aggregation mechanism 

focused on revealing the common interests among users, as opposed to individual 

thoughts in one-to-many communication style as is typical of blogs. 
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Online reviews also represent a valuable tool for firms to monitor consumer 

attitudes toward products and services in real time. A couple of famous companies in the 

professional online content monitoring services industry, such as Nielsen Buzzmetrics, 

Cymphony, and MotiveQuest, offer their clients a variety of metrics and reports to 

analyze this emerging aspect (Dellarocas, Zhang & Awadet, 2007). 

 

2.2.3. Collaborative Filtering 

As the richness and diversity of information available to people in their daily lives 

has dramatically increased, they need to manage their information efficiently. The lack of 

effective information management tools has given rise to what is known as information 

overload.  With proper information management, individuals are able to sort the wheat 

from the chaff and focus on the specific portions that are relevant. Classified by Jennings, 

Sycara and Wooldridge (1998), there are two basic processes of such information 

management: filtering and gathering, of which the latter is not the focus of this paper. 

Online aggregation definitely has much to do with gathering information and 

products. As stated in the intermediaries section, there were great benefits gained through 

a large number of options available to both buyers and sellers, but this also brings the 

burden of information processing. Collaborative filtering emerged in order to solve or 

reduce this problem. Schafer et al., (2007, chap. 9: Collaborative filtering recommender 

systems) discussed collaborative filtering concepts in a recommender system. 

Collaborative filtering is the process of evaluating information items based on the opinion 

of the members in a community, and it is usually based on a matrix representation of 

ratings that each community member has submitted in response to specific information 

items. Recommendations are made based on correlations between users with similar 

interests and then between items preferred by average or a large group of users. 
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Collaborative filtering has been successfully applied to recommend many products, 

especially from the entertainment industry such as movies, music tracks, and books. But 

there are certain discrepancies when it comes to continuously flowing information 

because they will change according to new data (Nanas, Vavalis & Houstis, 2010). Also, 

it is difficult for new items and niche items in the system to be recommended since few 

people have used or like them. 
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Chapter 3: Classification of Online Aggregation 

Much online aggregation is taking place on the Internet via different methods. 

Some function as an individual website; some are an integral part of a larger site. Even a 

single topic or object can be aggregated through different methods and display various 

effects.  

For example, online vouchers can be a single aggregation object. If a website 

negotiates with different merchants and gains the right to post their vouchers online, it 

aggregates the information of vouchers. The website transfers the convenience gained 

from aggregation to the website viewers through sharing. In this case, people actually 

consume aggregation of information done by an agent.  

Another scenario focuses on the special requirement of a voucher created by a 

merchant: only if there are at least 100 people using it can it be redeemed. Thus, 

aggregation becomes an assembly of people, which is where the aggregation benefits 

come from.  

A third scenario is also a website that shares vouchers. However, the posting is 

done by random website users who post their personal vouchers gained via direct mail or 

exclusive memberships. In this situation, people are part of the aggregation process and 

they also enjoy the benefits of peers’ aggregation efforts. 

The above examples illustrate three types of online aggregation from the 

perspective of the relationship between individuals and aggregation that this paper will 

recognize and then develop into models: the Apart Model, the Mix Model and the 

Overlap Model. Individuals are people who participate in online aggregation in certain 

ways such as viewing, contributing passively or actively, and receiving benefits from 
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aggregation individually or as a group. Aggregation is the accumulation of various kinds 

of objects including information, human capital, social power, or any other concrete or 

abstract ideas that provide synergetic benefits.  

The reasons for this classification of online aggregation are that, first of all, it is 

ideal to summarize the types of online aggregation to better understand their features and 

value. Thinking from the relationship of consumers and aggregation creators gives a clear 

picture on how this process happens and what the benefits for both parties are. Thus, it 

will be easier to suggest how to create better aggregation services for users. Secondly, 

Web 2.0 provides us with a platform where common individuals can contribute their own 

efforts, a foundation for online aggregation. Since the position of individuals has been 

raised to a higher level than ever before, adding them as one of the two analyzing objects 

helps in understanding the changes that have taken place and how to adapt to them. 

 

3.1. Apart Model  

Rather than being created by consumers or participants, in the Apart Model 

(Figure 1-1), aggregation is created by professionals or organizations that specialize in 

specific areas. All that an individual has to do is go to a website to use a service. They do 

not have to participate in discussion even if this function is enabled on websites, because 

their personal usage of the services on the website, the traffic to a site, has been counted 

as the contribution, or benefit, to the professional aggregator and will ultimately benefit 

other individuals due to the power of scale. 
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Fig. 1-1: Apart Model: individuals are not the creators of aggregation 

 

The two important features of the Apart Model include personalization and one-

stop convenience.  

Personalization is where, based on how users use services, the website would 

suggest specific content or recommendations via a collaborative filtering mechanism.  

This is a two-fold process: the first function relies on the analysis of a single user’s usage 

on the website and the second one relies on the analysis of aggregation of similar users’ 

habits. After calculation by certain algorithms, the website is able to offer personalized 

services to every single user. It greatly increases both the likeability and the efficiency of 

the website.  

One-stop convenience relies in aggregation of consecutive steps of a single 

process to accomplish certain tasks. If a user can finish everything on one single website, 

it saves time and energy for the individual. 

 

3.2. Mix Model 

The second type of online aggregation is the Mix Model (Figure 1-2). Every 

individual is one of the creators of online aggregation, and the individual benefits mainly 

from consuming aggregation created by other participants. In such communities, 
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individuals are more than welcome to express their opinions or make contributions to the 

group. 

 

 

Fig. 1-2: Mix Model: individuals are part of the creators of aggregation 

 

However, it is not their obligation to do so because all users no matter registered 

or unregistered can enjoy the benefits created by other members with just very little or no 

input required. It is believed that most content is actually created by a minority of people. 

The bottom line is that there must be enough people who contribute to the community to 

reach the threshold for sufficient community activeness. 

The features of feedback mechanisms and user-generated content are crucial to 

this type of online aggregation. Both social and informational satisfaction are achieved 

through interaction. The platform with feedback and user-generated features provides 

people a place to self-express, which then creates a place for people to exchange 

information and other resources like digital files. This type of online aggregation is most 

like a live offline community with democracy and the freedom to express personal 

opinions. The advantage of such communities is that they have a greater ability to gather 

information in a shorter time period and with less effort. 
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3.3. Overlap Model 

The third and last type of online aggregation is the Overlap Model (Figure 1-3). 

The Overlap Model is similar to the Mix Model, except instead of individuals directly 

consuming the benefits created by other individuals, the individual’s benefits are only 

from the parts that he or she is accountable for. However, the most critical reason for why 

direct benefits can be achieved is that aggregation must be stimulated before anyone can 

enjoy the results. So, what the new business models or online organizations do is 

recognize the opportunity of gathering people in a certain way and then create the 

platform to facilitate that gathering. For this type of online aggregation, every participant 

is directly involved in the process because if there are not enough of them, the desired 

results will never be achieved. 

 

 

Fig. 1-3: Overlap Model: individuals are the creators of aggregation 

 

The basic feature, which is also the basic requirement of the Overlap Model is to 

achieve economies of scale. With an economy of scale, the amount of production grows 

significantly, which leads to lower prices for consumers in return. 

Not only does this apply to business models, it also affects social activities. The 

larger the scale of participants, the lower the risk to new participants, and the greater the 

impact of the activity.  
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More importantly, aggregation includes the power of the weak, who may be 

neglected in the real world. They might be a niche market, or only contribute a tiny part 

compared to the entire community, but aggregation combines all efforts and makes each 

significant in the end. The ability to participate is equally distributed online regardless of 

the identity of individuals. Another thing worth mentioning is that the platforms for 

online aggregation are also acting as online intermediaries. The greater the number of 

people aggregated on the platform, the greater the possibility of successful deals or 

events. 

 

3.4. Summary 

Table 1 presents a brief summary of all three models in terms of their model 

illustrations, definitions, features, and examples. 

 
 Apart Model Mix Model Overlap Model 

Graph 

   

Def. 

An individual does not have 
to participate in the creation 
of online aggregation and 
consumes aggregation 
created by professionals 

An individual is one of the 
creators of online 
aggregation but mainly 
consumes aggregation 
created by other participants 

An individual is part of 
online aggregation and 
consumes or participates 
aggregation created by 
him or herself 

Feature • Personalization 
• One-stop 

• Feedback Mechanism 
• User-Generated Content 

• Intermediaries 
• Economies of Scale 

Ex. 
• Ongo.com 
• RSS Applications 
• Music Discovery Website 

• Social Networking Sites 
• Public Opinions/ Reviews 
• Sharing Resources 

• Groupon 
• Long Tail 
• Social Movements 
• Online Donations 

Table 1: A summary of three models 
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Chapter 4: Features and Value of Classified Online Aggregation 

4.1. Apart Model 

The Internet was once envisioned as a globally interconnected set of computers 

through which everyone could access data and programs from any site quickly. Although 

it embodies a key underlying technical idea, open architecture networking, it was 

originally designed for researchers and some small communities (Leiner, et al., 2009). 

Despite the fact that the Internet has become very popular in last two decades ago, the 

general public was not powerful until the presence of Web. 2.0. Nevertheless, most of the 

information or services on the Internet is created by a small group of professionals in 

specialized areas. 

There is a problem with information or services created by professionals who 

belong to various organizations. The content they create is scattered on different sites. 

Therefore, it is time-and-energy-consuming for users to find the best or most satisfying 

alternative from so many options. Imagine, for example, that you want to purchase a pair 

of chopsticks as a birthday present for your friend. You have to go to different shopping 

sites to compare different brands and prices back and forth. What if there were a website 

called “Chopsticks Info” that collects all the information from those shopping sites for 

you? Then you could easily compare the product and make up your mind to purchase one 

from the original shopping site that holds the actual inventory. For this kind of online 

aggregation, individuals enjoy the convenience benefits of information accumulation.  
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Fig. 2-1: Examples of the Apart Model 

 

4.1.1. Ongo.com (Ongo) 

Ongo is an online news aggregation website launched in late January 2011. Alex 

Kazim, a former eBay executive who ran Skype and had been involved in marketing and 

business operations for PayPal, came up with the idea for Ongo two years ago (Bercovici, 

2011). Ongo tries to provide good news from top sources and helps news readers to find a 

combination of what they need to know and what they want to know all in one place 

(ongo.com, 2011). 

Ongo makes premium news from The New York Times, Washington Post, 

Associated Press and USA TODAY accessible without any ads. The monthly subscription 

packages start at $6.99/month, and the subscriber can add more news titles for as low as 

$0.99 per title. It is like the model of cable TV, where subscribers can opt for premium 

channels. For the business model, Ongo is using straight revenue split with all the news 

titles, which offers them only little or no risk. 

Apart	  Model	  

Ongo.com	   RSS	  
applications	  

Music	  
Discovery	  
Websites	  
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Ongo lets readers choose their topics and create customized pages. What’s more, 

subscribers can share stories on Facebook and Twitter or even a community they create. 

Any shared content is free to the recipient, even if that person is not an Ongo customer. 

As expressed in Ongo’s tagline, “Your News Like Never Before” (Ongo.com, 2011), it 

caters exclusively to news lovers who are willing to pay for aggregation convenience. 

The packaging of newspaper articles in an easy-to-read, advertising-free environment, 

accessible by a Web browser or mobile app has attracted quite a large audience.  Besides 

the one-stop-shopping experience, the personalization helps subscribers find what they 

want in a more efficient way, which adds significant value to aggregation. 

However, will enough people pay for Ongo? The answer is uncertain so far. 

Those who know how to use an RSS (Really Simple Syndication) reader or who follow 

news sources via Twitter or Facebook are not likely to do so, since they are already 

getting much of that news for free. 

 

4.1.2. RSS Applications 

Not only can a website gather information from different sources, but also some 

software embodies aggregation functions. RSS (Really Simple Syndication) applications 

are applications with a news feed aggregation function. RSS is a “Web content 

syndication format” (RSS Advisory Board, 2009) used to publish frequently updated 

works. The users subscribe to a feed by entering the feed’s URL or by clicking a feed 

icon in a web browser. Software like “RSS reader”, or “aggregator”, which can be web-

based, desktop-based or mobile-device-based, can aggregate feeds from many sites into 

one place, so users can monitor and read all the subscribed feeds at once. 

 However, there are certain drawbacks in subscribing to some big websites, such 

as BBC News website (Cann, 2006).  Even within a particular section of the BBC 
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website, the range of items is extremely broad, possibly beyond the specific interests of a 

person. Keyword-specific RSS feeds are a solution to this problem. Google News and 

Yahoo News currently offer such online services to let their users receive RSS feeds for a 

certain topic of interest, which can achieve a goal targeted as broadly or as narrowly as 

required. 

RSS allows users to avoid manually inspecting all of the websites they are 

interested in. Instead, they can enjoy the pre-defined feeds simultaneously as they are 

published. RSS represents the idea of online aggregation significantly, from which 

individuals feel the benefits of aggregation to a great extent. 

 

4.1.3. Music Discovery Websites 

Music discovery websites allow users to discover and research music in ways that 

traditional digital music sites do not allow. The core goal of these services is based on 

recommending music to consumers that they would not have normally found through 

traditional listening activities or research. Music discovery is simply finding new music 

through any means, including friends’ recommendations, community recommendations, 

algorithm recommendations based on your listening activity, or recommendations based 

on any type of quantitative or qualitative variables. 

The two main approaches used in these music discovery websites are content-

based filtering and collaborative filtering (Chen & Chen, 2001).  The basic idea of 

content-based filtering is based on user profiles. The system only recommends the music 

items that are highly relevant to user profiles by computing the similarities between the 

music content and the user profiles. Collaborative filtering computes the similarities 

between user profiles and groups users with similar profiles together to share musical 

interest and taste. Many music discovery websites are based on communal 
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recommendations incorporating social networking features, such as friends lists, reviews, 

user-generated playlists, and profile pages. The data collected from these places can also 

be used to recommend music based on what the user listened to, liked, or disliked. 

However, the collaborative approach for music has introduced certain problems 

according to Balabanović and Shoham (1997) as previously mentioned. If there is a great 

new piece of music in the data-base, it is difficult for it to be recommended to a user 

unless enough users have listened to it via their other channels. Thus, if the number of 

users who initially find the music is small and the user base is relatively big, then there is 

a danger of the new item not spreading effectively. A second problem lies in the body of 

those niche users. They have more specific tastes than common users. It is not easy to 

compare them to the rest of the population so recommendations will either be too few or 

of poor-quality. 

 

4.2. Mix Model 

Web2.0 has enabled entirely new forms of social interaction. Social networking 

websites such as Facebook, Twitter and MySpace, and product review websites, such as 

Yelp, have created new modes of interaction for the general public. Users of these sites 

can add a wide variety of information to pages, pursue common interests, and connect 

with others. Also, by making it possible to find existing acquaintances, Web2.0 can 

strengthen communication among existing groups of people. In addition, new online file 

sharing systems like BitTorrent which take advantage of collaborative efforts have taken 

off. For these online mechanisms, an individual benefits from contributions made by all 

participants as a whole, not just their own. 
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Fig. 2-2: Examples of the Mix Model 

 

4.2.1. Social Networking Sites 

A social networking site can be viewed as aggregation of personal networks and 

connections. Facebook is a social networking website that is currently very popular 

among people in the United States. According to Goldman, as of January 2011, Facebook 

has reached more than 600 million active users (Carlson, 2011). 

On Facebook, users may create a personal profile, add other users as friends, and 

share their thoughts or information from other sources. Not only can people add friends to 

their network, they can also join groups based on common interests or affiliations. 

Facebook has a number of features that facilitate its users to interact with each other, such 

as the Wall, where the user’s friends can post messages; Pokes, which allows users to 

“poke” each other virtually; Photos, where users can upload their photos; Status, where 

users can post their status and opinions; and Tags, which identify and reference people in 

photos, videos and posts. 



 25 

Facebook is a platform in which the creator of a personal page is the center and 

his or her friends are extensions from that center. The personal network in real life has 

never been so easily transferred to a virtual world like today thanks to these social 

networking websites. Through aggregation of both close relationships and casual 

encounters, people can keep in touch with anyone within the network without much 

effort.  

Everyone in the network plays a two-dimensional role: as the center of his or her 

own network and the pal of others’ networks. As the center of a network, an individual 

displays his or her life to friends. On the other side, such displays construct a part of 

others’ network updates.  Only when enough people share enough information with each 

other can the network function sufficiently and sustainably. 

The power of connections online is impossible to ignore. Aggregation greatly 

satisfies people’s desire to know their friends’ current status. More importantly, it 

provides a decent space for the interaction and self-expression of a specific group of 

people within the social network. If there are no social networking websites, it is very 

likely that people will have fewer chances to know what’s going on with more distant 

friends. Even for close friends, the automatically displayed updates fill out the seams of 

the connections and reinforce the relationship in a convenient and efficient way. This 

online aggregation empowers offline social activities since offline activities cannot be 

achieved at any arbitrary time or place an individual wishes. 

 

4.2.2. Public Opinions/ Reviews 

More and more people are looking online for answers to various kinds of 

questions. One of the most common methods is to search directly using a search engine. 

However, there is another popular way to find answers to specific questions related to 
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whether a product is good or not: a review website. A review website is a website where 

consumers post their opinions on certain subjects, such as products, services, businesses 

or even people. These review sites have significant influence on people’s current 

purchase behavior. A study based on a survey of more than 2,000 U.S. Internet users in 

October 2007 (comScore & Kelsey Group, 2007) revealed that 24% of Internet users 

reported using online reviews prior to paying for a service delivered offline. The survey 

also found that consumers were willing to pay at least 20 percent more for services 

receiving an “Excellent,” or 5-star, rating than for the same service receiving a “Good,” 

or 4-star, rating.  

There are two kinds of writers who create original reviews: general users who 

have personal experiences with the product or service, and experts who have professional 

opinions. Despite the fact that companies sometimes hire professional writers to post 

positive reviews and for competitors to post negative reviews, users still benefit from 

reading reviews to get an overall impression of the product (Chen & Xie, 2005).  

The Internet enables anyone to become a provider of information. One of the most 

important reasons why review websites are popular is that they are aggregation of fellow 

consumers’ opinions, which are perceived to be more objective and reflective. Review 

users noted that reviews generated by fellow consumers had a greater influence than 

those generated by professionals (comScore & Kelsey Group, 2007). The aggregated 

information satisfies people’s need to know more details, especially the “real” user 

experience, before buying the product or service. It successfully fills the gap between the 

company and the consumer in terms of information asymmetry. If there is no platform for 

aggregation, consumers would not be able to pick up so much information from so many 

sources in so short a time. 
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4.2.3. Sharing Resources 

One of the huge benefits of online aggregation lies in the sharing of public 

resources. Not only has the content provided by individuals increased due to aggregation 

of users in the system, but also the sharing methodology has advanced. BitTorrent (2011) 

is a protocol (a set of rules and description of how to do things) allowing people to 

download files from multiple sources quickly while uploading it at the same time. The 

distributed file is divided into pieces, and when a peer downloader receives a new piece, 

it becomes a source of that piece to other peers.  

With BitTorrent, the task of distributing files is shared by those who want it. It is 

entirely possible that a single copy of a file can be transferred to an unlimited number of 

peers as long as there is no break-down during the sharing. The more popular a large 

video, audio or software file, the faster it can be transferred with BitTorrent. The 

distribution feature of BitTorrent is like a flood spreading a file throughout a network of 

peers. As more people participate in the sharing process, the likelihood of a successful 

download increases and the speed of download increases. Although there are some 

controversial issues with BitTorrent, such as whether sharing the copyrighted material to 

other people without the authorization of copyright holders is legal, the value brought by 

this sharing concept is significant and profound to the development of the Information 

Technology industry. 

Individual participants definitely benefit from other participants in the 

community. However, they contribute to the community at the same time. They get to 

enjoy a high downloading speed because they are uploading. In this case, BitTorrent is 

aggregation of file resources and collaboration that happens organically without manual 

coordination online.  
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4.3. Overlap Model 

The power of a group of people can be based merely on its size. For a long time, 

people consumed what they created as a group and enjoyed the benefits as a whole. One 

example is an ancient production model applied during a low productivity period. At that 

time, groups of people acted together to secure prey for food while avoiding dangers that 

individual hunters would not be able to cope with. Nowadays, with the help of the 

Internet, the power of groups of individuals as the creators of aggregation is growing 

exponentially. The impact of aggregation has been dramatically broadened within today’s 

social context. The two most common areas where such aggregation applies are business 

and social movements. It is interesting to see and examine how some new business 

models and social movements currently emerge due to online aggregation. 

 

Fig. 2-3: Examples of the Overlap Model 
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Power	  
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4.3.1. Business Power 

4.3.1.1. Groupon 

Groupon is a deal-of-the-day website launched in November 2008. Andrew 

Mason, its founder and CEO, turned down a $6 billion buyout offer from Google in 

January 2011 (Weiss, 2011). Groupon offers one "Groupon" ("group coupon") per day in 

each of the markets it serves: if a certain number of people sign up for an offer, then the 

deal becomes available to all, but if the predetermined minimum is not met, no one gets 

the deal at the end of that day. In terms of revenue, Groupon gets half of the money the 

person pays for the coupon (Weiss, 2011). For example, if the original price of a piece of 

cheesecake is $10 and its discounted price on Groupon is $5 (50% off), then Groupon 

gets $2.5 from every deal accomplished on that day.   

Groupon functions as the bridge between merchants and consumers, which is a 

typical function of electronic intermediaries. It offers great value to both parties. For 

merchants, they do not have to pay any upfront cost to participate, they bear nearly no 

risk due to the predetermined minimum amount, and they get to advertise themselves and 

proliferate sales due to the fact that consumers are buying as the followers of a herd. On 

the other side, consumers save much more money when shopping with the Groupon 

coupon, and they save more time by not having to screen the deals due to their trust in 

Groupon’s filtering standards. 

The consumer gathering effect of Groupon is tremendous. Not only for big brands 

such as GAP which was able to handle 445,000 coupons in a national deal (Weiss, 2011), 

small local businesses like a coffee shop can also benefit greatly from the high volume of 

customers aggregated by this group coupon idea (Mui, 2010). The effect of economies of 

scale has been revealed clearly through the case of Groupon. 
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4.3.1.2. Long Tail Theory 

Chris Anderson (2004) first introduced the concept of “long tail” in an article in 

Wired magazine. Anderson elaborated the concept in his book, The Long Tail: Why the 

Future of Business Is Selling Less of More with more examples and explanation. In the 

long tail theory, the sales volume of hard-to-find items or non-hit items are shaped like a 

“long tail” in a graph of the relationship between item popularity and number of products. 

That is why the total sales of a large number of "non-hit items" are referred to as “the 

Long Tail”. Anderson argued that products in low demand could still occupy a big share 

of the market collectively. The key point was that the store or distribution channel needed 

to be large enough.  

When discussing the long tail theory, there are two parties: the consumer and the 

merchant. Online aggregation refers to both sides in that niche consumers are aggregated 

to make up for low occupancy per product, and niche merchants as well as niche products 

are also aggregated to be as a big pie with a variety of choices. The benefits of online 

aggregation also apply to both sides. Niche consumers get to find their special products 

and niche merchants get to reach their sales requirements and achieve profits. The 

Internet provides unlimited space as distribution channels for certain products. Some of 

the most successful Internet businesses that have leveraged the Long Tail theory includes, 

but are not limited to, eBay auctions, Amazon retail, iTunes Store, and Netflix video 

rental. 

The value of long tail as it applies to online aggregation lies in the fact that the 

gathering of consumers, aggregation itself, is the source of capital. If there is no such 

platform for niche consumers and niche products to match with one another, the value of 

a niche market would not be efficiently explored since the sales quota is not met easily. In 
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summary, the aggregated traffic originates from individuals and benefits the consumer in 

a loop. 

 

4.3.2. Social Power 

4.3.2.1. Social Movements 

The beginning of 2011 witnessed several protests in the Middle East. No matter 

what political or social purposes these movements wanted to accomplish, or what results 

they finally achieved, there was one big and unprecedented factor involved in the process 

of these historical events: the presence of social media. Many media critics viewed social 

media as the stimulus and accelerant of these social disturbances (Gustin, 2011). 

Although social media was not the cause of the protests, they definitely accelerated the 

collaborative process and extended influence. According to Boyd (2011), social media 

simply worked by playing a role in three main dynamics: organizing protests, shaping the 

narrative, and putting pressure on Washington. 

Online aggregation was essential in organizing protests. Without the Internet and 

social media as a platform, fewer people would have known about the protests. 

Furthermore, it would have been especially difficult to coordinate so many protestors in 

such a short time. Another element worth mentioning is that because people knew that 

they were not the only ones who were ready and willing, their courage was greatly 

increased. This could never have been achieved publicly and so quickly within a group of 

people who had never met before. 

Coldewey (2011) said on the TechCrunch blog that “People are the tools of 

revolution, whether their dissent is spread by whisper, by letter, by Facebook, or by some 

means we haven’t yet imagined.” It is completely accurate that the ultimate power of 

movements comes from people during any time period. Each of them was an 
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indispensible part of the group, and the number of individuals in the group greatly 

influences the power of that group as a whole. The increased number of people assembled 

via Facebook and other online platforms, as well as the efficiency enhanced by this online 

platform, fully displays the essence of online aggregation. Since there is a possibility of 

failure due to an insufficient number of protesters or prolonged time that the dictators 

could leverage to suppress the revolution, we should recognize, if not appreciate, the 

value of these online facilities that function to aggregate human power. 

 

4.3.2.2. Online Donations 

Online fundraising for charitable causes is now commonplace. According to the 

2010 Online Giving Report of Blackbaud (2011), the online giving continued to grow for 

nonprofits. The year-over-year growth was 34.5% in 2010 compared to 2009 and 

accounted for 8% of all fundraising. The online disaster giving trend was one of the key 

findings of that report. It is estimated by The Chronicle of Philanthropy that charities 

raised more than $1.4 billion for Haiti’s earthquake relief and recovery. One 

characteristic of Haiti’s online disaster fundraising activities is that the giving peaked 

after about three days following the earthquake and the first five days’ total money 

donated contributed significantly more than the total of traditional methods. Online 

giving has become the first-response method of choice for donors. 

The Internet is an effective way to reach wide audience at low cost. Interactive 

media provides tools for delivery of textual and audiovisual content while visitors have 

the ability to react instantly. Various kinds of social activities for money giving, lending, 

and social aid are observed on the Internet, especially Web2.0 based sites. One of the six 

popular forms of donation and investment conducted by social networks and individuals 

over the Internet mentioned by Wojciechowski (2009) is crowd-sourcing. 
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The desired donation process should be as simple as dropping some coins into a 

basket on a street. However, the money collection processes based on a good-will basis 

require scalability. Although there exists a strong argument whether building a stable or 

ad-hoc social network may increase the possibility and amount of donations (Ghosh and 

Mahdian, 2008), establishing communities for donors who share the same beliefs and 

values is necessary for most charities. The Internet is a wonderful place for sharing 

information and enhancing connections without geographic boundaries. Aggregation has 

the advantage of summoning donors and volunteers from everywhere, instantly. Since 

online shopping is becoming more and more popular, it is also natural to associate it with 

the popularity of online giving. Once people have fewer psychological barriers and less 

actual inconvenience encountered during the online donation process, the power of online 

aggregation would become greater due to the snowball effect, which is highly desired for 

charities. Just as in the case of Groupon, people who donate money constitute aggregation 

and they are the key factors that make the good happen.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Implications 

5.1. The Future Trends of Online Aggregation 

5.1.1. Aggregation of Online Aggregation 

The three models of online aggregation mentioned above are not mutually 

exclusive. One application or website can embed one, two or even all three models. For 

example, Facebook is trying to integrate everything on its platforms. The news feeds 

function on Facebook is essentially a RSS subscription, which addresses the Apart Model 

aggregation that individuals are not the creators of aggregation. A variety of 

organizations and groups establish their fan page on Facebook to generate popularity and 

traffic. What’s more, the Facebook Questions (Ross, 2010) let people pose questions to 

Facebook community and tap into the collective knowledge of more than 600 million 

people on Facebook. This function incorporates the intelligence of members in the 

community and benefits the individual participant with aggregated knowledge. It is a 

typical application of the Mix Model. Finally, Facebook itself is a phenomenal 

aggregation of social networks. It is not only aggregation of a single person’s private 

network, but aggregation of thousands of mutually connected and interactive networks 

including consumers, brands, organizations, developers and much more. 

Different kinds of online aggregation can be used for different purposes and 

occasions. They are mixed and fused when necessary and the aggregated aggregation 

provides people with more convenience on a more integrated platform. For those 

platform owners, the more aggregated benefits they offer, the longer users will spend on 

the platform. The greater the stickiness of users to the platform, the more opportunities 

the owners have to monetize the platform. Obtaining and maintaining a user base is 

probably one of the most critical and urgent problems that all the Web2.0 players need to 
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face in today’s digital environment. It is suggested here that the idea of greater 

aggregation, which is the aggregation of aggregation in an integral way, will come into 

the market soon and cover more audience with deeper impact on their daily psychology 

and behavior. 

 

5.1.2. Two Directions of Online Aggregation 

Two categories of online aggregation bringing user benefits can be identified: 1) 

horizontal aggregation, which offers a wide variety of choices of the same category, and 

2) vertical aggregation, which provides one-stop services that consolidate several separate 

steps. 

Online shopping websites aggregate millions of products and merchants in the 

same place; news or music aggregation sites provide people numerous choices from 

different sources; review sites collect opinions from every possible perspective and 

background. These types of online aggregation extend people’s range of options 

horizontally. However, they do not just display all the options as they are. The 

personalized recommendation system strongly enhances the efficiency and likability of 

the services. 

Vertical aggregation, on the other hand, saves people more time and makes things 

easier. People may search for a restaurant on a review site and compare prices, ask for 

suggestions from friends who have patronized the selected restaurant, and finally make a 

reservation all on the same platform. Ideally, every point on the purchase decision and 

process could be achieved via a single platform without too much effort. Thinking from 

the perspective of the user and facilitating every step of the decision-making process are 

critical for vertical online aggregation. 
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5.1.3. Leveraging Participants as Organic Momentum 

New forms of business models like Groupon or file sharing mechanisms like 

BitTorrent take thorough advantage of participants. People are willing to get together 

themselves rather than being coerced by others because the motivation of sharing or 

aggregating comes from (1) cost consciousness, (2) a desire for convenience, and (3) the 

need to be socially involved (Botsman and Rogers, 2010). Individuals can immediately 

perceive the contribution of their personal value to the entire group. The more individuals 

who take part in group activities, the more benefits they obtain during or at the end of the 

process. The proactiveness of the participants automatically promotes aggregation to a 

greater extent and this feature should be better leveraged by platform builders or related 

companies to create more value. A large portion of the power of online aggregation lies 

in people. As long as people’s interest or willingness is activated, the process of online 

aggregation will be smooth and the results impressive.  

 
 
5.2. Summary and Implications 

Online aggregation has been developed from an original idea of information 

harvesting on the Internet to a conglomeration of any abstract or concrete objects online 

in this paper. Scattered and trivial things become integrated because people are connected 

via Web2.0 platforms creating much of the power of online aggregation. According to the 

relationship between individuals and the activity of aggregation, online aggregation can 

be classified into three main types, including (1) the Apart Model, in which an individual 

benefiter does not have to participate in the creation of aggregation but rather consumes 

aggregation created by professionals, (2) the Mix Model, in which an individual benefiter 

is one of the creators of aggregation and mainly consumes aggregation created by other 
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participants, and (3) the Overlap Model, in which an individual benefiter is part of 

aggregation and consumes or participates in aggregation created by him or herself. 

After examining the cases of the news aggregation website Ongo.com, RSS 

systems and music recommendation systems, it is known that personalization and one-

stop convenience are the two winning strategies for aggregation services created by 

professionals. For website founders or providers of online aggregations, both features 

should be taken advantage of when trying to establish a user-friendly environment for 

individuals’ using experience. 

Feedback mechanisms fulfill the participation needs of individuals on social 

networking sites and also public opinion posting websites. All of the user-generated 

content is the fortune of the entire community. The automatic sharing activity of public 

resources is another example of online autonomy. For the creator of a Mix Model 

aggregation, building unobstructed channels or enabling of free communication for 

participants is key. As long as the information or resources can be exchanged without 

boundaries, aggregation will be formed organically. 

Through the successful business model of Groupon and all long tail companies, 

we see the power of the pure accumulation of numbers. From a social perspective, recent 

social movements and the rise of online donations display a picture of human 

aggregation. The intermediary role of online aggregation platforms and the effect of 

economies of scale on the Overlap Model aggregation call for attention from a 

managerial perspective. There exist great opportunities for increasing both business and 

social value if this aggregation mechanism is leveraged wisely. 

Aggregation happens all the time in the current online world. It seems that online 

aggregation is one of the top trends that is taking place around us. The power of online 
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aggregation lies on its efficiency, convenience, cost savings, and participation value to 

individuals.  

The power of online aggregation not only focuses on the change in commerce but 

in the whole world. Online aggregation has been greatly taken advantage to catalyze 

democracies and the pursuit of equal rights. It has played a critical role in regulating 

companies’ behavior as individuals have the power to generate negative word-of-mouth. 

The song “United Breaks Guitars” written by Canadian musician David Carroll and his 

band to accuse United Airline’s irresponsible attitude on customer’s accident is an 

impressive example to demonstrate the power of aggregation. The video garnered over 10 

million hits by May 2011 (YouTube, 2009) and created huge buzz among the public. 

Although United finally admitted their misconduct and offered David some 

compensation, the damage of this incident to United's brand is undeniable. 

However, there certainly exist some potential downsides of online aggregation. 

One of them is the intellectual property/copyright problem in terms of resources sharing 

aggregation. The early music sharing website Napster was shut down in 2010 because the 

online company encouraged “wholesale infringement” against music industry copyrights 

(ABC News, 2010). Another problem is that the information aggregation websites also 

greatly threaten the existence of major newspapers and their websites since people do not 

have to pay subscription fee, but can still enjoy the content borrowed from major 

newspapers. Finally, from a communication perspective, online aggregation may possibly 

decrease face-to-face interaction since everything can be executed and accomplished 

online. Despite the fact that Facebook brings more updates of friends, spending much 

time on it could hinder people from talking on phone or meeting in person with their 

friends, which is actually a more intensive way of communication to build relationships. 
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5.3. Limitations and Future Research 

The main methodologies of this paper are literature review and case studies. Due 

to the limited research in this field, empirical evidence supporting some of the statements 

or conception is lacking. It would be helpful to conduct some qualitative and quantitative 

research on usage experience on aggregation websites in order to gather more insights 

and to anticipate future trends.  

Another interesting future research direction is the quantitative analysis of 

different variables’ effect on the power of online aggregation. For example, for a certain 

type of online aggregation, what is the relationship between the size of aggregation, the 

intensity of aggregation interactions, and the speed of aggregation with the impact of 

aggregation on its single participant? 
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