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INTRODUCTION
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1.1 Pielude

The kindness of strangers is ours to give and to take; we shape the world with

each embrace. (George 2003, p. 10)

In 2003, Lonely Planet’s travel writer Don George edited a book containing
the tales of travelers about the kindness of strangers they experienced on the
road. The optimistic morale of the book is that human beings care about each
other and ultimately want to be good to others. The website of Lonely Planet
offers another example of this kindness of strangers: in the online travel
community, almost three hundred thousand registered users exchange travel
advice and help each other plan their next trips. This is just one example of a

typical conversation:

Thread Title: Isiolo to Moyale Road (Kenya)
Date Posted: Mon July 18, 2005 8:32 AM
Posted By: Caitlin303

Does anyone know about the Isiolo to Movyale road for travelers in Kenya? Trying
to get to Ethiopia, but don't know about security? Any alternative legal routes?

Reply: 1
Date Posted: Mon July 18, 2005 8:56 AM
Posted By: mad_paddler

I know you said legal, but this is what we did. We headed up to Lake Turkana
and crossed the border beyond Illaret. It is not official, but we simply went to
immigration in Addis and they stamped our passports for us with no hassle. You
do need a vehicle for this route.

Reply: 2
Date Posted: Mon July 18, 2005 9:39 AM
Posted By: jimmad

Just a note on the Turkana route...

This is the most spectacular part of the continent I've seen, I can't say enough
about how wild and awesome the place is. However, bear in mind that it is tough
to say the least..] was alone on a bike with no GPS and felt very alone out there.
The roads are very bad, the last part after Illoret basically has no road to follow.
Public transport is not an option. The Moyale route is much safer than before and
often used by travelers [...].

Enjoy
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Even though mad_paddler and jimmad do not know Caitlin303, they invest
time and effort to give her valuable advice. They, together with the thousands of
other Lonely Planet community members, engage in this helpful behavier without
reaping any apparent economic benefits in return of their Investment. Such

kindness of strangers in the online world lies at the heart of this dissertation.

1.2 Motivation

The global penetration of Internet technologies has profoundly changed
the scope and boundaries of social and economic interactions. Nowadays, an
estimated one billion users regularly access the Internet to find information,
connect with others, entertain themselves, and complete transactions,
unceonstrained by distances in time and space (Computer Industry Almanac Inc.
2003; Fallows 2004). From a marketing perspective, one of the most interesting
aspects of the Internet is the ease with which consumers can communicate with
each other online to exchange their opinions about and experiences with
products and services. The online gathering spaces in which these consumer-to-
consumer exchanges take place are called “virtual communities.” Organized
around a certain topic of interest (e.g., travel)}, virtual communities are online
groupings that form and develop entirely through communication between group
members. The Pew Internet & American Life Project estimates that 84% of US
Internet users, or some 100 million people, are members of an online group
{Rainie and Horrigan 2005), and 44% of US Internet users have actively created
content for the online world (Lenhart, Horrigan, and Fallows 2004). Many of the
topics discussed in virtual communities are directly or indirectly related to the
consumption of products and services, as it is the case in the Lonely Planet travel
community. If Caitlin303 decides to indeed go to Kenya and travel up to Ethiopia,
she could book her flight, accommodation, and rental car immediately via the
Lonely Planet website, and even purchase a Lonely Planet guide about East
Africa. As such, not only Caitlin303 as an individual, but also Lonely Planet as a
company benefits from the efficient peer-to-peer advice exchanged in the virtual

travel community. Thus, commercial virtual communities enable the harmonious
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interplay between the economic and social objectives of both consumers and
markéeters {Balasubramanian and Mahajan 2001).

Like Lonely Planet, many companies have recognized the potential of
virtual communities as a marketing tool and integrated them into their Internet
strategy. Regardless of whether the company hopes to strengthen its brand,
build stronger relationships with its customers, conduct transactions, or reduce
service costs, comimercially-oriented virtual communities have pervaded most
industries. Not all of these virtual community ventures, however, turn out to be
successful. The two most common problems are deserted virtual communities
with no members and consequently no content, and virtual communities in which
members misbehave and act anti-socially towards other members and/or the
sponsoring company (e.g., Papadakis 2003). Hence, it is clear that the success of
a commercial virtual community entirely depends on the behavior of its
meinbers, First of all, a sufficient amount of people must join the virtual
community and become regular members. Second, these members must be
willing to be “kind” to strangers by providing information and advice, as the real
lifeblood of the community Is sustained interaction that creates content (Bagozzi
and Dholakia 2002). Finally, a sufficient amount of members must continue their
membership and participation to ensure the successful future of the virtual
community (Algesheimer, Dholakia, and Herrmann 2005). A particularly
interesting feature of commercial virtual communities is that these members are
in fact customers of the company that sponsors or hosts the virtual community.
Thus, their contributions not only benefit other customers, but ultimately also the
sponsoring company.

Daspite the surge of practitioners’ interest in virtual communities (e.qg.,
Hagel and Armstrong 1997; Shuman and Twombly 2001; Williams and Cothrel
2000), there is a paucity of research on the role of commercial virtual
communities in marketing (Bagozzi and Dholakia 2002). The phenomenon of
virtual communities has received some attention in the sociology and social
psychology, as well as information systems literature. While they provide
valuable insights, most studies in sociology and social psychology focus on the
question whether or not online communities conform to the traditional

understanding of “community” (e.g., Etzioni and Etzioni 1999; Fernback and
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Thompson 1995), and what their impact on offline social relations and behavior
is {e.g., Cummings, Sproull, and Kiesler 2002; Kraut et al. 2002}. In addition,
information systems research has examined questions related to the optimal
design of virtual communities (e.g., Preece 2000; Preece, Rogers, and Sharp
2002), and to the exchange of knowledge in professional electronic networks
(e.g., Faraj and Sproull 2000; Teigland and McLure Wasko 2003). In marketing,
most research efforts have focused on introducing and describing the concept of
brand communities which can be both real and virtual (McAlexander, Schouten,
and Koenig 2002; Muniz and O'Guinn 2001). To our knowledge, only the work by
Dholakia and associates (2002, 2004 and 2005) has started to examine member
behavior in virtual communities from a marketing perspective. Hence, especially
in the context of commercially-oriented virtual communities, the behavior of
customers remains largely unexplored. This dissertation contributes to the
understanding of commercial virtual communities by investigating different types
of customer behavior in these communities, the drivers of this behavior, and its
marketing consequences.
The remainder of this chapter shortly introduces the main concept of

commercial virtual communities and describes the relevant customer behavior in
these communities. Furthermore, the objectives and detailed research questions

of each chapter will be outlined.

1.3 Commercial Virtual Communities

1.3.1 Background

While the offline community phenomenon has for long been the focus of
sociological inquiry, it has also been one of its most elusive concepts (Bell and
Newby 1974; Etzionl and Etzioni 1999; Fernback and Thompson 1995; Puddifoot
1995; Rothaermel and Sugiyama 2001). Even though numerous articles and
books have been dedicated to the collection and analysis of differing definitions
and typologies of commhnity (e.g., Hillery 1955; Porter 2004), consensus about
a definite theory has not been reached. One of the earliest and probably most
influential researchers who studied the community phenomenon was the German

sociologist Ferdinand Tdénnies {(1887). He made a basic distinction between
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Gemeinschaft, a small, intimate and exclusive community, and Gesellschaft, the
farger, rational, individualistic society, and claimed that industrialization and
modernity fostered Gesellschaft to the ravage of traditional communities.
Contemporary researchers examining virtual communities argue that their rapid
growth 15 a consequence of a sense of loss at the personal and business level
triggered by the destruction of Gemeinschaft and the resulting shift to
Gesellschaft {(Fernback and Thompson 1995; Muniz and O'Guinn 2001; Rheingold
1993). In order to anchor themselves, find support, and regain a sense of
identity, people cluster online with similar others and support each other by
exchanging information and friendship {Bressler and Grantham 2000; Fernback
and Thompson, 1995). In this way, virtual communities originally began to form
as social entities with the aim to bring back a sense of Gemeinschaft,

The commercial possibilities of virtual communities due to their potential
to integrate social and economic objectives were soon recognized by
practitioners and widely propagated in Hagel and Armstong’s seminal book Net
Gain (1997). They propose that commercial virtual communities should fulfill four
types of consumer needs: the sharing of a specific interest {e.g., on LUGNET™, a
virtual community for LEGO® builders), the building of relationships (e.g., on
weightwatchers, where members support each other to lose weight), the
experience of fantasy (e.g. in the popular Lord of the Rings or Harry Potter
communities), and the conduct of transactions (e.g. at E-bay). As the four needs
are clearly not mutually exclusive, community sponsors should try to meet all of

them simultaneously wherever possible (Hagel and Armstrong, 1997).

1.3.2 Definition

Due to the diversity of communities which can be found on the Internet,
the attempt to define the term ‘virtual community’ evokes at least as much
disagreement as the definition of traditional face-to-face communities. For the
purpose of this dissertation - which focuses on communities sponsored by
companies — we define commercial virtual communities as “company-endorsed

online aggregations of customers who collectively co-produce and consume
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content about a commercial activity that is central to their interest by exchanging

informational and social resources.”

1.3.3 Benefits for customers and companies

Commercial virtual communities provide important benefits to both the
participating customers and the sponsoring company.

For participating customers, the inherent benefits of virtual communities
are the social and affective components which add to the traditionally impersonal
self-service technologies which are characteristic in many online environments.
While many companies have successfully implemented online self-service options
to increase customization and flexibility, the need of consumers for human
contact with like-minded others can only be met through interactive services.
Virtual communities offer the potential of collaborative exchanges by allowing for
customer-to-customer communication, which adds experiential value to simple
online transactions (Mathwick, Malhotra and Rigdon 2001). Second, customers
participating in commercial virtual communities get access to a wealth of
information in the form of member-generated content. Members with diverse
backgrounds and knowledge intensities answer each other's questions and
exchange advice, best practices, and experiences. As all discussions are textual
and logged, these interactions create a formidable knowledge resource. In
addition to being diverse, this member-generated information is also regarded as
more cradible than information generated by marketers and as more useful, as it
is given from a user perspective.

Also the company that sponsors the commercial virtual community for its
customers benefits in several ways. In addition to increasing loyalty to the brand,
virtual communities allow for more effective segmentation and stronger
relationship building (Algesheimer et al. 2005; McAlexander et al. 2002;
McWilliam 2000; Muniz and O'Guinn 2001). Furthermore, the company has the
opportunity to monitor the ongoing peer-to-peer conversations in order to gather
insights about the ideas, trends and problems that their customers deal with, as
well as collect information about how its customers evaluate the products and

services offered by the sponsor as well as the competition. As such, virtual
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communities are a valuable source of market intelligence. Finally, by solving
each other’s problems in the virtual community, customers essentially take over
service functions traditionally performed by service employees. This free labor
provided by customers can result in significant reductions of service costs
{Lovelock and Young 1979},

1.3.4 Examples

According to recent US statistics, the most popular types of online groups
can be classified into two main categories: virtual brand communities and virtual
communities for service support (professional and hobby) (Rainie and Horrigan
2005).

As the name implies, brand communities are built around a specific brand,
and the members of the community share a passion for this brand. Prominent
examples of such brand communities can be found in the automotive industry,
where almost all major car brands attract a group of loyal brand enthusiasts. The
Mini Owners’ Club, for instance, provides its members with the opportunity to
meet other dedicated Mini drivers online and exchange experiences and insights.
The main purpose of these virtual brand communities is the affiliation with a
group of similar others, and the celebration of the brand (Muniz and O'Guinn
2001).

Virtual communities for service support, on the other hand, focus on
problem-solving, and are often the only free-of-charge support channel available
to customers. Motable examples of these service-oriented virtual communities
are the Dell communities for computer support, or the iPod Apple communities.
Customers in this type of community mainly focus on providing solutions to each
other's specific problems, but they also engage in social interaction. The Lonely
Planet travel community described in the prelude is another example of a virtual
community for service support.

Whereas virtual brand communities have received some attention from
marketing academics (e.g., Algesheimer et al. 2005; Muniz and O'Guinn 2001),
virtual communities for service support remain largely unexplored. Moreover, as

opposed to member-initiated communities, the general category of company-
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sponsored virtual communities has so far been neglected in marketing research
(Porter 2004). As a result, this dissertation will examine both company-
sponsored virtual brand communities, as well as company-sponscred virtual

communities for service support.

1.4 Customer Behavior in Commercial Virtual Communities

Companies sponsor commercial virtual communities as online meeting
places for their customers, who are the main beneficlaries as well as the main
actors in the community. As a result, their behavior is crucial to a virtual
community’s success. The virtual community can only be sustained If a critical
mass of people join, actively participate Iin the discussions and contribute
content, and stay members in the future. Thus, once the customer has come in
touch with the virtual community for the first time, s/he has to make three
sequential choices: whether to join, actively participate, and continue

membership.

1.4.1 Joining the commercial virtual community

At the most basic level, upon exposure to the virtual community, the
customer has to decide whether to join and become a member or not. Most
virtual communities require some form of registration that a customer has to go
through before being able to access the community’s resources, As this
registration process requires effort, some customers might be discouraged from
joining. But if, on the other hand, the expected benefits of community
membership outweigh the necessary effort investments, they might well decide
to go through the registration process. It is very important for marketers to
understand how customers make this basic decision, both in terms of which
attributes they trade off and how these attributes are traded off, so that they can
adapt the design of the cznnﬁmunﬂty to make It as attractive as possible. Despite
the relevance of this initial customer behavior, very few studies have empirically
investigated why people join virtual communities in the first place. A notable

exception is a recent study by Ridings and Gefen (2004), who found that the
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mgst popular reason for being a member in a community is access to
information, followed by social interaction. Despite this laudable effort which has
identified the main benefits of virtual community membership, there is a lack of
research or the sacrifices that customers have to make in order to join, and

more Importantly on the trade-off process of these benefits and sacrifices.

1.4.2 Being active and helpful in the commercial virtual community

Once a customer has joined a commercial virtual community, s/he Is
confronted with the decision of whether or not to contribute to the community.
Membership grants access to the virtual community’s informational and social
resources, which are created entirely through the interaction between virtual
community participants. Hence, these resources have the qualities of public
goods which are available to every virtual community member, no matter
whether s/he has contributed to their creation and development. As a result, a
member could decide to “free-ride” and just benefit from the resources created
by others without ever actively contributing anything her/himself (McLure Wasko
and Faraj 2000). This behavior would be in line with neoclassical economic
theory, which posits that individuals act as rational agents who strive to
maximize their economic benefits (Balasubramanian and Mahajan 2001). And
indeed, the majority of virtual community members are “lurkers,” who only read
the discussions of others and retrieve information, without producing content
themselves., Some statistics estimate that as much as 90% of members mainly
engage in lurking, and only 10% actively participate in online discussions
{Cothrel and Willlams 1999; Preece and Nonnecke 2004). However, without a
critical mass of members who actively participate and create informational and
social content, the virtual community would soon lose its attractiveness and be
deserted. It is therefore crucial to understand why virtual community members,
given thelr propensity to act out of seif-interest, are willing to actively engage in
online discussions and help other members. This question is particularly
intriguing in the context of commercial virtual communities, as the members are
customers of the sponsoring company who are benefiting other customers. As

such, active commercial virtual community members actually act as “partial
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employees” of the sponsoring company (e.g., Mills and Morris 1986), who are
providing a free service to fellow customers. Due to this similarity with service
employees, we draw on organizational literature (e.g., Organ 1988) and
introduce the concept of virtual community citizenship behavior to capture the
beneficial behavior of customers in commercial virtual communities.

Why do customers engage in this beneficial citizenship behavior? Does
Don George of Lonely Planet rightly conclude in his book that people indeed act
out of pure kindness and simply want to be good to others? This conclusion
would not only be at odds with neoclassical economic theory, but also with the
dominant view in Western thought on “kindness.” According to leading thinkers
such as Freud (1930), Machiavelli (1515), and Nietzsche (1910), “all prosocial
behavior, regardless how noble in appearance, is ultimately motivated by some
form of self-benefit” (Batson 1987, p. 66). However, this self-benefit does not
necessarily have to take the form of economic rewards, but could also take the
form of social or personal rewards. For example, a person who was kind to
someone usually feels good about her/himself, and is recognized by others for
this kindness. In addition, the benefactor can expect the recipient of her/his
kindness to reciprocate in the future. Hence, the beneficial citizenship behavior of
customers In commercial virtual communities might be explained not by
economic theory, but rather by social exchange and norm theory {e.g., Blau
1964; Gouldner 1960; Schwartz 197“7), which posit that behavior is influenced by
self-expectations and expectations of the social group, and that people generally
reciprocate received favors to avoid becoming indebted to others. But due to the
anonymity of virtual community participants, there have been doubts about the
applicability of such theories in online environments (e.g., Alonzo and Alken
2004).

Despite the crucial importance of understanding the active and helpful
participation behavior of virtual community members, only three studies in
marketing have so far made attempts to empirically address this guestion
(Bagozzi and Dholakia 2002; Dholakia et al. 2004; Algesheimer et al. 2005).
However, none of these was conducted in the context of commercial virtual

communities, in which the customers of the sponsoring company act as “partial
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employees,” and dominant theories, such as social exchange and norm theory,

have been neglected.

1.4.3 Continuing membership in the commercial virtual community

Finally, a commercial virtual community cannot be sustained if most of its
members are fleeting participants who quickly lose interest and abandon their
membership. Therefore, the last behavioral choice a customer has to make is
whether or not to stay an active member in the community. As a commercial
virtual community is always organized around a commercial activity (l.e., a
brand, product, or service), membership goes hand in hand with the continuous
involvement with this commercial activity. As a result, continued membership in
a virtual community can also affect future purchase behavior of members. Even
though both membership continuance and purchase behavior are clearly in the
interest of the company that sponsors the commercial virtual community, the
motivations of this behavior have hardly received any attention in the marketing
literature to date (with the notable exception of the recent study by Algesheimer
et al. 2005).

1.5 Objectives

The objective of this dissertation is to address the outlined gaps in the
marketing literature on virtual communities by studying the different types,
motivations, and consequences of customer behavior in commercial virtual

communities. Thus, the central research question Is as follows:

What are the different types of customer behavior in commercial virtual

communities, the motivations of this behavior, and its marketing consequences?

In order to answer this central research question, three guantitative
studies that address different types of customer behavior in the context of
commercial virtual communities have been conducted. The first study explores

how customers make the initial decision to join a virtual brand community. The
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second and third study, conducted in the context of virtual communities for
service support, identify the drivers of the active and helpful behavior of
customers and investigate the consequences of this behavior in terms of
membership continuance and purchase intentions. The three studies are
described in the chapters 2, 3, and 4, and their specific objectives are outlined

below,

1.5.1 Objectives chapter 2

The basic research question investigated in chapter 2 is why customers
decide to join a commercial virtual community in the first place, and which
cognitive process they use to make this choice. Based on value theory, we
develop a framework including informational and social benefits of virtual
community membership, as well as costs in terms of investment in cognitive
effort. Traditional value theory posits that these benefits and costs are traded off
simultaneously as direct effects to derive a value judgment. Due to the specific
nature of highly experiential Internet services, such as a virtual brand
community, we argue for an alternative model in which benefits and costs are
traded off sequentially to derive a final value judgment. In addition, we also
consider the influence of enthusiasm for the brand community on this trade-off
process. Consequently, the specific objectives of this chapter are: (1) to identify
the attributes that customers consider in deciding whether or not to join a virtual
brand community, (2) to understand how customers make this decision by
contrasting two competing modefs of value formation, and (3) to consider the
influence of important individual differences, such as enthusiasm for the brand

community, on this process.

1.5.2 Objectives chapter 3

Chapter 3 turns to the next facet of customer behavior in commercial
virtual communities, and makes an attempt to find answers to the crucial
question why customers are willing to actively participate and help other

customers in commercial virtual communities. We introduce and develop the
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notion of virtual community citizenship behavior to capture this beneficial
customer behavior and establish a framework based on norm theory to explain
it. Pravious research had argued that due to the anonymity of actors, normative
influences did not play an important role in governing behavior online {e.g.,
Alonzo and Alken 2004). Furthermore, we draw attention to potential differences
in customers’ predisposition to engage in online interactions {(i.e., online
interaction propensity), and investigate the effect of this variable on virtual
community citizenship behavior., More specifically, the objectives of this chapter
are: (1) to identify the antecedents of virtual community citizenship behavior,
(2) to investigate whether normative Influences do operate in the online
environment, and (3) to introduce an important behavioral orientation with
regards to online communication, called online interaction propensity, and

examine its influence on virtual community citizenship behavior.

1.5.3 Objectives chapter 4

Chapter 4 again addresses the question why customers actively participate
and help other customers in commercial virtual communities, but this time with a
specific focus on the differential impact of the two main exchange processes
taking place between community members: the exchange of informational
resources and the exchange of social resources. A main objective is to examine
potential cross-over effects of these two processes. For example, does social
interaction support or hinder information exchange? Furthermore, the marketing
implications of virtual community citizenship behavior in terms of membership
continuance and purchase intentions are considered. Thus, the objectives of this
chapter are: (1) to make a distinction between the exchange processes of
informational resources versus social resources, (2) to examine their unique
influence on virtual community citizenship behavior, and (3) to consider the

marketing consequences of virtual community citizenship behavior.
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1.6 Dissertation Qutline

This dissertation is based upon three empirical studies that aré reported in
chapters 2, 3, and 4 (see figure 1.1). These chapters are inter-related, but may
also be read separately. Each chapter addresses one facet of customer behavior
that is essential to the success of commercial virtual communities.

Chapter 2 addresses the main question why customers join a commercial
virtual community, and through which cognitive process they derive this
decision. The empirical study was conducted in the context of a virtual brand
community.

Chapter 3 explores possible drivers of the active and helpful behavior of
customers directed toward other customers in commercial virtual communities.
The data collection for this study took place in a virtual community for service
support.

Chapter 4 reports on a study that examines the specific Impact of the
information exchange process and the social interaction process on the beneficial
behavior of customers, and the consequences of this behavior in terms of
intentions to continue membership in the commercial virtual community and
purchase more products and services of the sponsoring company. The research
context for this study was again a virtual community for service support.

Chapter 5 concludes with a synopsis of the main findings about the
motivations and consequences of different types of customer behavior in
commercial virtual communities, and outlines the implications as well as

guidelines for future research.
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Figure 1.1 - Dissertation Outline
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CHAPTER 2

THE VALUE FORMATION PROCESS REVISITED: COST-BENEFIT TRADE-
OFFS IN THE CONTEXT OF VIRTUAL BRAND COMMUNITIES

Abstract

The value formation process has been conceptualized as a trade-off
between costs and benefits. Empirical tests using a direct effects model of value
formation, however, have found inconsistent results. Therefore, we propose and
test an alternate model of value formation in a highly participatory e-service
setting: a virtual brand community. This alternate model, which provides
superior fit to the data, specifies benefits as key mediators of the cost - value
relationship. In addition, brand community enthusikasm, a state of impassioned
interest in the brand and its surrounding community, is found to be a significant

predictor of value expectations.
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2.1 Introduction

Electronic services (e-services) have become an integral part of many
companies’ service dellvery strategy and cornistitute the fastest growing segment
of online business (www.census.gov). At the same time, researchers have come
to recognize that the potential of e-services has not been fully realized due to
inadequate e-service designs and offerings (Xue, Heim and Harker 2005). A
distinguishing feature of many e-services is the active participation that is
required from the consumer to successfuily deliver the service. For example,
consumers can gather information about a travel destination in an online
community like virtualtourist.com, design customized stationary on business-
cards.com, or manage a stock portfolio on firstdirect.com. In each case, the
consumer has to put effort into understanding and interacting with the
technological interface before s/he can reap the benefits of the e-service. In
addition, many e-services are designed to offer initial free trial periods which
eliminate all but the non-monetary costs. Given the overwhelming number of
free choices and competing offers available online, e-services should be designed
in ways that entice potential customers to expend effort in order to use the e-
service. To that end, it is important for service companies to understand what
drives consumers’ intentions to try new e-services that require their active
participation.

An extensive body of literature has established value as a key driver of
behavioral intentions. In this literature, value has been defined as a trade-off
between what the consumer receives and what s/he has to give up to acquire a
product or service (Woodruff 1997; Zeithaml 1988). In other words, consumers
derive a value judgment by weighing the expected costs of acquiring a product
or service against the expected benefits. Empirically, this trade-off has been
represented as a direct effects model in which costs and benefits simultanecusly
predict value. This model, however, has exhibited unstable resuits in several
empirical studies (Cronin et al. 1997, Brady and Robertson 1999; Cronin, Brady,
and Hult 2000).

These unexpected results may be due to the fact that the value formation

process can vary across purchase settings and consumer segments (Bolton and
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Drew 1991; Brady and Robertson 1999; Chen and Dubinsky 2003; Zeithaml
1988). Thus, in e-service settings where the service cost is characterized by
demands for extensive consumer participation, the value formation process will
likely change. The customer first has to master the technological interface before
obtaining the desired benefits from the e-service. This sequential e-service
consumption experience fundamentally changes the walue formation process.
Hence, there are empirical as well as conceptual reasons to suspeéct that the
traditional direct effects model might not adequately capture the value formation
process in the context of e-service consumption. Beyond the consumption
setting, the overall value attached to an e-service may aiso be influenced by
individual consumer differences {Bolton and Drew 1991). For example,
consumers who are enthusiastic about a certain e-service would expect more
value from its use than less enthused customers.

In light of these potential influences, we seek to contribute to the value
literature in two important ways. First, we contrast the traditional value model
with an alternate mode! of value formation in the context of an e-service that
requires high customer participation: an online brand community. This alternate
model is based on the argument that benefits depend on costs rather than
combine as simultaneous direct effects. Second, we investigate whether the
degree of enthusiasm for the online brand community has an influence on value

formation. Both maodels are illustrated in Figure 2.1.
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Figure 2.1: Cormipeting Models of Value Formation
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The chapter begins with a discussion of the sources of costs and benefits
specific to an online brand community. We proceed with a review of the literature
on value theory, contrasting two competing models of value formation. We then
Introduce brand community enthusiasm and investigate its influence on walue
formation. We point out the implications for theory and practice and conclude the

chapter with a discussion of the limitations and directions for future research.
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2.2 Value Formation and Online Brand Community Membership

2.2.1 The costs and benefits of anticipated brand community membaership

When considering using a new e-service, consumers make an assessment
of the expected costs, benefits, and subsequently overall value assaciated with
its use. An online brand community is a virtual meeting space for consumers who
share a strong interest in a brand, and provides an important information source
as well as larger social benefits to its members. As such, the online brand
community is an e-service option that provides both social and informational
benefits (Burnett 2000; Muniz and O'Guinn 2001; Rheingold 1993). This
distinction is in conformance with the hedonic and utilitarian nature of
consumption benefits documented in the customer value literature {Holbrook and
Hirschman 1982). Hedonically oriented social benefits are mainly received
through the affiliation and construction of interpersonal relationships with a
group of people who share similar interests. Informational benefits, which are
more utilitarian in nature, arise from access to a large pool of information about
the topic of interest provided by the online community.

The informational and social benefits arising from online brand community
membership are balanced against consumption costs. In general, consumers
attempt to minimize expenditures of money, time, and (cognitive) effort {Downs
1961), the three main categories of consumption costs. Given that most e-
services are initially free and that it is hard to anticipate time Investments before
actual usage, the cost most relevant to our research context is the cognitive
effort necessary to join and use the proposed online brand community
(Garbarino and Edell 1997). Cognitive effort can be defined as “the amount of
cognitive capacity expended on a task” (Petty and Cacioppo 1986, p. 14). Most
online brand communities initially require some form of registration, the use of
interactive technologies, and occasionally the downloading of software.
Consequently, potential members have to invest significant cognitive effort in
order to join the online brand community and subsequently use it. The cognitive
effort expended to join an online brand community, therefore, represents the
cost that is traded-off against social and informational benefits, to arrive at an

overall value expectation.
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The empirical literature suggests this trade-off process should be modeled
by directly weighing the cognitive effort against the anticipated informational and
social benefits. In the following section, we discuss potential flaws in the
traditional direct effects model and propose an alternate model of value

formation in the context of e-services.

2.2.2 Competing models of value formation

While there is general agreement in the conceptual literature on value
formation that costs and benefits are traded off in order to derive an overall
value judgment, several empirical studies report mixed results when using a
direct effects model to capture this trade-off process. For example, Cronin,
Brady, and Hult (2000) model value formation in six service contexts and find
that only one of the six contexts exhibits the hypothesized direct structure. In
the other five contexts, benefits alone appear to define value, suggesting that
costs are absent from the trade-off process. These surprising findings lead
Cronin, Brady, and Hult {2000) to conclude “service customers seem to place
greater importance on quality (benefits) than on costs” (p. 209). In earlier
chapters, Cronin et al. (1997) and Brady and Robertson (1999) found similar
results. These findings imply that the get side of the wvalue equation is
transformed into an overall value perception, without significant influence from
the give side. These results oppose the conceptual value theory and are counter-
intuitive. It is hard to imagine that consumers purely rely on the expected
benefits of a new service, absent consideration of associated costs. Thus, the
insignificant path between cost and value as reported in the empirical literature,
points to the possibllity that a direct cost-benefit trade-off does not adequately
capture the value formation process in all consumption contexts.

The context-dependent nature of wvalue is well established in both
conceptual and empirical research (Bolton and Drew 1991; Chen and Dubinsky
2003; Zeithaml 1988). In the context of highly participatory e-services, service
evaluation is typically framed by the expectation that consumption benefits will
offset, and hopefully outweigh, transactional costs. These costs have to be

incurred in order to obtain the benefits. For example, in the case of an online
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brand community, the customer has to invest cognitive effort to join the
community, learn to navigate its website, and contribute to community dialog
before s/he can enjoy the informational and social benefits arising from
membership. This necessary cognitive effort may actually have a negative impact
on the expected benefits. In other words, the potential benefits depend to a
certain extent on the expected cognitive effort necessary to join and use the
community. Rather than combining costs and benefits simultaneously,
consumers appear to evaluate e-services sequentially. The trade-off referred to
in the conceptual literature on value is believed to occur at the point benefits are
realized. This sequential evaluative process suggests costs may exert a direct
impact on benefits while only indirectly influencing value {Baron and Kenny
1986). Therefore, we believe that a mediated model of value formation = rather
than a direct effects model ~ captures this sequential evaluation process.
Hy: Cognitive effort indirectly influences value through its impact on

informational and social beneflits.

2.2.3 Brand community enthusiasm

Bolton and Drew (1991) proposed that value formation varies not only
across consumption settings, but also across individuals. Therefore, they
included costs and benefits as well as customer characteristics in the value
function to find a direct effect of customer characteristics on value. In line with
this approach, we propose individual differences related to brand community
enthusiasm will also exert a direct impact on value expectations.

Brand community enthusiasm Is a state of impassioned interest in a brand
and the community of users surrounding it. Online brand communities offer
information to potential members and enable contact to other consumers who
share similar interest in a brand. The online brand community literature Identifies
opinion leadership, information seeking, and social identification as key
characteristics of community membership (Hagel and Armstrong 1997; Bagozzi
and Dholakia 2002). Individuals who manifest these characteristics are likely to

be enthusiastic about joining an online brand community.
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Opinion leaders are consumers whose advice is commonly sought by
others in their peer groups because of their knowledge and expertise about a
certain product, service, or brand (Grewal, Mehta, and Kardes 2000). They act as
important channels of information and have significant social influence on the
buying decisioni of others (Feick and Price 1987). Furthermore, they enjoy
communicating thelr knowledge about the brand to others. Membership in an
onling brand community provides access to a whole new audience in which the
opinion leader can establish him/herself as an expert. In fact, Hagel and
Armstrong (1997) have described opinion leaders as vital components of online
communities.

In addition, information seekers are attracted to online brand communities
by the unique nature of its member-generated content (Hagel and Armstrong
1997; Burnett 2000). The member-generated content augments traditional
marketer-generated information with customer insights and word-of-mouth
communication that enhances the credibility of the resource. As such, the online
community facilitates the information seeking process by providing access to the
community-generated information resources.

Finally, online brand communities are unique in that they offer the
opportunity to find a sense of belonging and identity with a group of similar
others (Hagel and Armstrong 1997). Social identification implies that consumers
derive part of their self-worth from affiliation with groups important to them
(Ashforth and Mael 1989). Affiliation provides the opportunity to associate
themselves with the desirable characteristics attributed to the members of this
group. Online brand communities enhance soclal Identification by bringing
together people who share interest in a specific brand (Bagozzi and Dholakia
2002). Thus, a consumer who seeks social identification with other brand
admirers is likely to be enthusiastic about joining the online brand community. In
short, we expect that brand community enthusiasm is reflected in the dimensions
of opinion leadership, information seeking, and social identification.

Ha: Brand community enthusiasm is a state manifest in opinion

leadership, information seeking, and social identification.
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In line with Bolton and Drew {1991), we propose that a consumer characteristic
such as brand community enthusiasm directly influences value éxpectations. If a
consumer is enthusiastic about the idea of participating in a specific online brand

community, s/he will expect that membership in this community will be valuable.

Hi: Brand community enthusiasm will exert a positive influence on

expected overall value.

2.2.4 Value formation and behavioral intentions

Numerous studies have used value judgments to successfully predict
behavioral intentions (Brady and Robertson 1999; Cronin et al. 1997: Cronin,
Brady, and Hult 2000). We believe that the intentions to join an online brand
community will also be explained by the expected overall value of community
membership.

Hg: The expected overall value of the online brand community will have

a positive influence on intentions to join that same community.

2.3 Methodology

2.3.1 Research setting

In order to empirically test our hypotheses, we conducted a guantitative
study among the visitors to the homepage of a compact car manufacturer. We
chose a car brand as the specific context of our Investigation because high
involvement products, such as cars, are products that are prone to become the
center of an online brand community. We chose this compact car brand, in
particular, because it is a relatively new brand with a very strong image as a
lifestyle product. Its target group is defined not according to demographics, but
according to an innovative, unconventional, extroverted, and young-at-heart
lifestyle. At the point in time when our study was conducted, the car
manufacturer was investigating the opportunities to build an online portal with
elaborate community functions around its brand. A trial version, explaining and
demonstrating the registration, the different services, and the Iinteractive

communication channels, was developed for demonstration purposes. In the
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proposed online brand community, potential members could not only interact via
email, discussion boards, and chat, but also upload pictures of their car and
themselves, exchange anecdotes via personal columns, and even exchange spare

parts with other car owners.

2.3.2 Questionnaire developmernit

The measurement instrument was developed in an iterative process, in
which a series of established scales were refined through feedback obtained from
structured interviews with consumers of the focal product and marketing
managers from the car manufacturer. Furthermore, the relevance of opinion
leadership, information seeking, and social identification to capture brand
community enthusiasm was confirmed in 15 in-depth interviews with consumers.
We then conducted a quantitative pre~test of the preliminary questionnaire with
78 visitors of a car dealership. As a consequence, several items were reworded
or deleted, resulting in a final list of 26 guestions.

Each construct in this study was measured using multiple-item scales with
a five-point Likert type response format. Opinion leadership was measured with
three items adapted from Grewal et al. (2000}, information seeking consisted of
three items adapted from Bloch, Sherrell, and Ridgway (1986), and social
identification was measured with three items based on Bagozzi and Dholakia
(2002). The expected cognitive effort to join and use the online brand
community consisted of a three-item scale adapted from Menon {1997). To
measure both expected informational benefits and expected social benefits, we
adapted three items from Okleshen and Grossbart (1998) and from MclLure
Wasko and Faraj (2000) respectively. Finally, the measure for the overall value
of the online brand community consisted of a three-item scale adapted from
Cronin et al. (1997) and Cronin et al. (2000), while the three-item measure of
the intentions to join the online community was adapted from Garbarino and
Johnson (1999). Finally, the online questionnaire was used to collect information

on the age and gender of the respondent.
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2.3.3 Data collection

Data were collected during one week via an online questionnaire that was
linked to the section “What's New” on the genéral homepage of the car
manufacturer. Visitors who clicked on the link were automatically sent to an
introductory page explaining the idea of the new online brand community and
the rationale of the study. Next, the participants were introduced to the trial
version of the community by taking a virtual guided tour. Afterwards, they were
led to the online gquestionnaire in which they were asked to evaluate the
proposed new online community. Date and time of completion of the survey, as
well as the remote user name, were captured to exclude the possibility of double
entries. During the week of our data collection, 1,141 of the 12,363 visitors to
the general homepage of the car manufacturer clicked on the section “What's
New.” Of these, 391 clicked on the link to the questionnaire, but five respondents
abandoned the study after the introductory page. In total, 386 gquestionnaires
were completed, resulting in a response rate of 34%. The large majority of
respondents {63%) were in the age group of 18 to 34 years, with 43% female
and 57% male. These characteristics are representative of the demographics of

the average driver of the car brand investigated.

2.3.4 Analysis plan

A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to test the
measurement model. Structural equation modeling (SEM) techniques were
employed to compare the traditional direct effects model of value formation with
the alternate mediated model (hypothesis 1). SEM was also used to test the
structure of brand community enthusiasm within the mediated model
(hypotheses 2 and 3), and to examine the impact of overall value expectations

on intentions to join the online brand community (hypothesis 4).

2.3.5 Confirmatory factor analysis: Results

Prior to hypotheses testing, a CFA was conducted on the full data set to

examine the psychometric properties of the administered scales. The Initial
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measurement model yielded an acceptable model fit (y* = 510.84 (224 df),
RMSEA = 0.057; CF1 = 0.95). Other than the fixed factor loadings, each item
evidenced highly significant t-values (t-value > 6.00), which suggest convergent
validity. Furthermore, the variables in this study met or exceeded the threshold
for composite reliability (Fornell and Larcker 1981). The CFA table including the
guestionnalre items, their loadings, and respective t-values is included in

Appendix A.

2.3.6 Test of the direct effects versus the mediated model of value formation

To test hypothesis 1, we examined the structural relationships between
cognitive effort, informational benefits, social benefits and overall value. The
initial step was to estimate the traditional direct effects model, which served as a
baseline for the analysis. In this model, cost and benefits were specified as direct
predictors of overall value. The results yielded an acceptable model fit (y* =
173.36 (50 df); RMSEA = 0.076; CFI = 0.96). Consistent with the findings
reported by Cronin et al. (1997) and Cronin, Brady, and Hult (2000), the cost
variable in this model, cognitive effort, exerted a non-significant influence on
overall value. Informational and social benefits, on the other hand, were both
significant predictors of overall value (8 = 0.28; t-value = 4.89 and B = 0.50; t-
value = 8.46, respectively).

As a second step, we specified the alternate mediated model in which the
path between cognitive effort and informational benefits, as well the path
between cognitive effort and social benefits were freed for estimation. A
comparison of the chi-square statistic resulting from this mediated model [(y* =
163.67 (48 df); RMSEA = 0.075; CFI = 0.96] indicated a highly significant
improvement in model fit (x* change = 9.69 (2 df); p < 0.01) relative to the
direct effects model tested previously. Informational and social benefits
completely mediate the relationship between cognitive effort and overall value.!
Cognitive effort exerts a negative influence on informational and social benefits
(B = -0.18; t-value = -2.79 and B = -0.16; t-value = -2.54, respectively).

! a formal mediation test following the Maxham and Netemeyer {2003) procedure indicated that all four
conditions of mediation were satisfled. The results of this test are available upon request.
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Informational benefits positively impact overall value (B = 0.28; t-value = 4,82),
as do social benefits (B = 0.50; t-value = 8.42). These findings support
hypothesis 1.

2.3.7 Estimating the complete model of value formation

To test the remaining hypotheses, brand community enthusiasm was
introduced to the mediated model as a predictor of overall value, which then
predicts intentions to join the online brand community. This final specification
achieved an acceptable model fit (y® = 660.35 (241 df); RMSEA = 0.066; CFI =
0.93). Brand community enthusiasm was specified as a latent variable reflected
in the three hypothesized underlying dimensions. The completely standardized
factor loadings for opinion l|eadership (3 = 0.89; t-value = 8.88), social
identification (8 = 0.74; t-value = 8.92), and information seeking (8 = 0.70; t-
value = fixed to 1.00) were all highly significant, supporting hypothesis 2. The
brand community enthusiasm construct exerts a positive influence on overall
value (B = 0.33; t-value = 6.22), providing support for hypothesis 3. In addition,
overall value significantly impacts intentions to join the online brand community
(3 = 0.87; t-value = 15.97), as put forward in hypothesis 4. Consistent with the
initial analysis of the mediated model, cognitive effort negatively impacts
informational benefits (B = -0.18; t-value = 2.79) and social benefits (B = -0.16;
t-value = 2.54), which in turn predict overall value (6 = 0.29; t-value = 5.03
and B = 0.43; t-value = 7.43, respectively). Figure 2.2 graphically illustrates

these results.
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Figure 2.2: Results of the Complete Model of Value Formation
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2.4 Discussion

2.4.1 Theoretical implications

The majority of e-services require active participation of consumers for
successful service delivery (Xue, Helm and Harker 2005). Given their many
alternatives, consumers will invest the required effort needed to participate only
when they expect the e-service to be valuable. It is therefore important for
service managers to understand how consumers derive a value judgment of a
new e-service prior to usage. Empirically, value perceptions have been modeled
as a direct combination of costs and benefits. Yet, past value studies have failed
to fully support this model, as costs often had an insignificant impact on value,
with benefits defining value alone. A mediated model of value formation, as
proposed in this study, appears to better capture the value formation process in
a highly participatory e-service setting. This alternative model is based on the

argument that when initially using an e-service (in our case an online brand
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community}, the consumer first has to invest cognitive effort to learn how to use
the service before s/he can obtain the desired benefits. Such a sequential
evaluation process is best represented by a mediated model in which value
expectations are influenced by benefits that are conditioned on costs. Our
empirical results find support for this mediated model, as indicated by the
significant improvement in model fit relative to the direct effects model. The
value formation process is not only influenced by the consumption context, but
also by relevant consumer characteristics (Bolton and Drew 1991). We find that
enthusiasm for the e-service positively affects value expectations. Brand
community enthusiasm is reflected in the dimensions opinion leadership,
information seeking, and social identification. In summary, our study
demonstrates that the value formation process surrounding a highly participatory
e-service is best captured by a mediated model in which costs and benefits are
traded off sequentially rather than simultaneously. Moreover, value expectations

are strongly influenced by consumer enthusiasm for the e-service.

2.4.2 Managerial implications

From a managerial viewpoint, our study points to several important
marketing and design issues that service companies should consider when
developing new or re-evaluating old e-service offerings. The sequential nature of
e-service evaluation implies that non-monetary costs (which may be regarded as
minor by managers) can actually represent formidable barrlers to trial. If the
consumer expects to invest a lot of cognitive effort, the potential benefits and
ultimately the owverall value expectation of the e-service will be reduced.
Therefore, Initial entry barriers, even when non-monetary, should be minimized.
Furthermore, marketing efforts should specifically target consumers who are
enthusiastic about the new e-service. In the case of online brand communities,
these target consumers can be identified by their level of brand-specific opinion
leadership and information seeking, as well as their level of social Identification

with other users of the brand.
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2.4, 3 Limitations and future research guidelines

The findings of this study should be read with the understanding that
limitations exist. In first instance, our study was conducted In the context of an
online brand community. It should be noted that this particular e-service requires
a considerable amount of participation from the consumer. Future research
should investigate whether the findings of this study generalize to other service
settﬁngs. Furthermore, due to the anonymity of the visitors to the website
featured in this study, we carnnot make any statements about the characteristics
that distinguish respondents from non-respondents. Finally, the data are cross-
sectional, reflecting a point in time prior to full launch of the online brand
community. The process of wvalue formation modeled here is therefore
comparable to a cost-benefit trade-off made in a pre-purchase situation. It might

be interesting to study changes in the value formation process over time.



CHAPTER 3

BEYOND THE CALL OF DuTY: NORMATIVE INFLUENCES IN
CoMMERCIAL VIRTUAL COMMUNITIES

Abstract

The key success factor of a commercial virtual community for customers is
the pro-social behavior of its members, manifested in what we call virtval
community citizenship behavior. In this chapter, we report the results of an
empirical study that attempts to model antecedents of three types of wvirtual
community citizenship behavior - helping, civic v}irtue, and sportsmanship - in
the context of a commercial virtual community. We demonstrate that the theory
of norms can be extended to online contexts and that the virtual community
members’ propensity to engage in online interactions has a strong impact on

helping behavior and civic virtue.




34 | Chapter 3

3.1 Introduction

Virtual communities represent one of the most interesting phenomena of
the Internet (Balasubramanian and Mahajan 2001; Rothaermel and Sugiyama
2001). Through the support of textual “conversations,” a virtual community
functions as a gathering space where like-minded individuals actively exchange
information and engage In social interaction (Burnett 2000). Companies
increasingly use virtual communities internally for the purpose of facilitating
knowledge exchange between employees, and externally for the purpose of
building relationships with their customers, getting their feedback, strengthening
the brand, and reducing their service costs by enabling peer-to-peer problem
solving. These external virtual communities of customers that provide a
commercial benefit to the organization are the focus of this chapter. The success
of both internal and external virtual communities obviously depends on a critical
mass of members who actively participate and help other members. Whereas
theories of organizational motivation help to explain why employees participate
in internal virtual communities, it is less clear why the customers of an
organization are willing to answer “the call of duty” and actively engage in
commercial virtual communities, helping other customers. As customers become
“partial employees” of the organization, we term their pro-social behavior in
commercial virtual communities virtual community citizenship behavior, and
draw on norm theory to explain this type of customer behavior (Gouldner 1960;
Schwartz 1977).

Norm theory posits that individuals behave in ways that conform to the
expectations of a social group (social norms) and of themselves (personal
norms). Pro-social behavior that is beneficial to individuals and the social group
as a whole (e.g., virtual community citizenship behavior) is strongly driven by
the desire to conform to normative expectations. There are competing views,
however, regarding the strength of norms in the online environment. While
several scholars propose that the absence of social and contextual cues on the
Internet leads to a reduced Impact of norms and fosters conditions that promote
less socially oriented behavior {Alonzo and Aiken 2004; Preece 2004; Utz 2000),

other studies adhere to an opposite point of view, suggesting that norms do



Normative Influences in Virtual Communities | 35

maintain thelr important influence on behavior on the Internet (MclLure Wasko
and Faraj 2000; Ridings, Gefen, and Arinze 2002). One obiective of this chapter
Is to empirically investigate whether traditional norm theory can be extended to
explain the citizenship behavior of customers in the context of commercial virtual
communities. Specifically we are interested in studying the influence of social
and personal norms on three types of virtual community citizenship behavior:
helping, civic virtue, and sportsmanship.

In addition to normative influences, also differences in individual
dispositions of customers might affect their virtual community citizenship
behavior. Hence, a second objective is to introduce an individual disposition
variable that seems highly relevant in the context of online communication and
examine its influence. We conceptually develop online interaction propensity,
which describes an individual’s general tendency to engage in online interactions,
and investigate whether this variable directly influences virtual community

citizenship behavior.

3.2 Informational and Social Value in Commercial Virtual Communities
Virtual communities originally began to form as social entities with the aim
of bringing back a sense of belonging that was lost during the shift from
community to society. More and more private indlviduals clustered online with
similar others to anchor themselves, support each other, and exchange
information (Bressler and Grantham 2000). By the mid-1990s, the commercial
potential of such online groups was strongly propagated in the popular literature
{e.g., Hagel and Armstrong 1997), with the result that numerous companies
started to explore the opportunities for building their own virtual community,
Virtual communities that are set-up by companies generally take two forms:
internal and external. Internal virtual communities facilitate the exchange of
knowledge between employees within different parts of the organization.
External virtual communities, on the other hand, try to attract a collective of
customers of the organization in order to achieve a commercial benefit. Such
commercial benefits include, for example, brand building, relationship building,

market research through “listening in,” and the reduction of service costs. These
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comimercial virtual communities of customers are the research context of this
chapter. Due to the diversity of communities that can be found on the Internet,
no generally agreed-upon definition of the term ‘virtual community’ has yet
emerged. For the purpose of this dissertation, we define commercial virtual
communities as company-endorsed online aggregations of customers who
collectively co-produce and consume content about a cornmercial activity that is
central to their interest by exchanging informational and social resources.

Like all virtual communities, a commercial virtual community consists of
informational and social content, both created and exchanged through interaction
(Bagozzi and Dholakia 2002; Rheingold 1993). Research has shown that most
people take part in a virtual community because they want to receive high-
quality information and exchange ideas and solutions (McLure Wasko and Faraj
2000; Ridings and Gefen 2004). In addition, people participate in virtual
communities to develop valuable interpersonal relationships and engage in social
interactions with like-minded others (Burnett 2000). This social component is
likely to be more important for customers than for employees, who usually keep
thelr online interaction in internal virtual communities “down-to-business”
(Constant, Sproull, and Kiesler 1996). But in the context of commercial virtual
communities, the value of both the information and the social interaction that a
customer gets out of the community is the main attraction of membership. In
line with Babin et al. (1994), we define value broadly as the objective and
subjective criteria that make up the entire experience in the virtual community.
Informational value refers to the personal evaluation of the information quality
the community provides to a customer, whereas social value captures the
evaluative judgment a customer makes about the social support received. It is
important to note that the informational and social resources of the virtual
community have the quality of public goods that are visible and accessible to all
members of the community, regardless of whether they have actively
contributed to their production (McLure Wasko and Faraj 2000). Consequently,
there is ample opportunity for members to “lurk” (i.e., read the discussion
without contributing) and free-ride. A functioning virtual community, however,

needs a balanced proportion of members who do not only selfishly benefit from
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the content created by others, but who are willing to help other members and

actively contribute to the community.

3.3 Virtual Community Citizenship Behavior

In the context of company-internal virtual communities, this active and
helpful member behavior has been shown to result from a strong organizational
orientation of employees and an organizational culture that encourages
information sharing (Constant et al. 1996). As such, participating in an internal
virtual community is part of an employee's organizational citizenship behavior
(OCB). OCB is defined as "behavior(s) of a discretionary nature that are not part
of the employee’s formal role requirements, but nevertheless promote the
effective functioning of the organization” (Organ 1988, p. 4). As such, OCB is
largely pro-social in nature. Interestingly, it seems that in the context of external
commercial virtual communities, the organization’s customers engage in a similar
type of behavior. Whereas customers are traditionally rather passive recipients of
products and services, they actively contribute to their experience in the
commercial virtual community and even take over service functions by
attempting to solve the problems of other customers. As such, the customers
actually go beyond their traditional role requirements and become ‘partial
employees’ of the organization. Therefore, pro-social citizenship behavior
observed among regular emplovees can be expected to also exist among
customers in commercial virtual communities, We term this customer behavior
virtual community citizenship behavior (VCCB) in order to differentiate it from
OCB and emphasize its context. It is this pro-social behavior of customers (as
opposed to employees) that we aim to ultimately explain in this chapter.

The original OCB construct, as suggested by Organ (1988), encompasses
five underlying dimensions. However, empirical research has indicated that
respondents often have difficulties to recognize the fine distinctions between the
various dimensions. As a result, Podsakoff, Ahearne and MacKenzie (1997)
developed a condensed OCB scale that comprises only three distinct sub-
dimensions. In line with this study, we conceptualize VCCB as consisting of the

dimensions helping (“those voluntary actions that help ancther person with a
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problem™), civic virtue (“behavior indicating that a person responsibly
participates in and is concerned about the life of the community as a whole”) and
sportsmanship (“the willingness to tolerate less than ideal circumstance without
complaining™) (Podsakoff et al. 1997, p. 263).

While theories of organizational motivation successfully explain the OCB of
employees, the motivations of customers to display VCCB and benefit other
customers are less clear. In order to explain why customers in commercial virtual
communities behave like helpful, active, and tolerant citizens, we turn to norm

theory.

3.4 Normative Influences

In the last decade, an accumulative body of literature in social psychology
and marketing has recognized that pro-social behavior of customers, such as
donating money (Diamond and Kashyap 1997), helping (Price, Feick, and Guskey
1995), or volunteering (Fisher and Ackerman 1998), is largely driven by social
and personal norms. Norms specify expectations about how an individual should
or ought to behave, and are enforced by the promise of rewards and the threat
of sanctions (Claldini, Kallgren, and Reno 1991). These rewards or sanctions can
either be administered by a social group or by an individual (Schwartz 1977).
Therefore, norm theory distinguishes between social and personal norms.

Social norms are characterized by perceptions, attitudes and values that
are commonly accepted by a social group. Although they are usually not
explicitly stated, social norms have a strong influence on behavior, especially
when this behavior is visible to other group members (Feldman 1984), It has
been argued that especially the social norm of reciprocity plays a major role in
initiating pro-social behavior (Gouldner 1960; Schwartz 1977). The norm of
reciprocity specifies that people should help those who have helped them by
returning equivalent benefits. Recipients of beneficial actions feel a sense of
indebtedness, which leads to a motivation to alleviate this indebtedness through
reciprocation.

In addition to soclal norms, also personal norms are important

determinants of pro-social behavior. Schwartz (1977) conceptualized personal
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norms as internalized values that are expressed as self-expectations regarding
appropriate behavior in particular situations. This appropriate behavior is
maotivated by the desire to act in ways consistent with the personal value system,
regardless of external reinforcement (Schwartz 1977). Activated personal norms
are experienced as feelings of moral obligation to behave in conformity to the
self-concept. Consequently, obligation has been used to operationalize personal
norms. Obligation “energizes” altruistic actions (Schwartz 1977, p. 231), and
therefore determines pro-social behavior.

As mentioned in the Introduction, there has been considerable debate
about the validity of traditional norm theory in the online environment. Several
scholars purport that the lack of visual cues in virtual communities and the
associated ‘disembodiment’ of online individuals may cause anti-normative
conditions and promote less socially oriented behavior, such as free-riding or
“flaming” (i.e., verbally abusing other members) (Alonzo and Aiken 2004; Preece
2004; Utz 2000). Preece (2004) even warns that rude member hehawvior might
destroy the virtual community. This problem usually does not exist in internal
virtual communities, as all members are employees of the same organization and
therefore operate within organizational boundaries. External commercial virtual
communities of customers, however, do not share the same organizational bond
and might well struggle with anti-normative member behavior.

But there is a competing stream of research that stresses the importance
of norms in all types of virtual communities. In contrast to offline social groups,
behavior in virtual communities is visible to everyone through written text.
Therefore, especially social norms have been suggested to play an important role
in online groups (McLure Wasko and Faraj 2000; Ridings, Gefen, and Arinze
2002). In order to elucidate this ongoing debate, we Investigate whether the
norms of reciprocity and obligation are still prevalent in commercial virtual
communities of customers that are external to the organization. Specifically, we
examine the impact of reciprocity and obligation, which are elicited by the
informational and social value received, on helping, civic virtue, and
sportsmanship.

In addition to social and personal norms, there might be other influences

operating on VCCB. Individual dispositions of employees have been identified as
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an important group of antecedents of OCB (Podsakoff et al. 2000). Likewise,
individual dispositions of customers might impact thelr citizenship behavior in
commeércial virtual communities. Since VCOCB occurs in an online environment, a
customer’s general disposition towards online communication is likely to play an

important role.

3.5 Online Interaction Propensity

It Is a common observation in virtual communities that members strongly
differ in their interaction frequency (e.g., Burnett 2000; Hammond 2000). For
example, Hammond (2000) concludes from his qualitative work that there are
two types of membership in virtual groups: communicative membership, in which
individuals interact frequently, articulate concerns, and respond to messages;
and quiet membership, in which individuals read messages but rarely send/post
messages of their own. Based on a review of the communication literature, we
propose that the type of membership that an individual displays may be
explained by the presence (or lack) of a general disposition to engage in online
interactions. In the traditional communication and psychology disciplines, which
deal with face-to-face interactions, it is well known that individuals have different
propensities to communicate with others (Liu 2003). This personality trait has
been called “(un)willingness to communicate” and describes a general tendency
to approach or avoid communication (Burgoon 1976; McCroskey and Richmond
1985).

But as all interaction on the Internet Is mediated by technology, it is
profoundly different from face-to-face communication (e.g., Hoffman and Novak
1996). Online interactions are mostly asynchronous, text-based, and lack both
verbal and especially non-verbal cues. In addition, due to the truly globa! nature
of the Internet, a large percentage of online interactions occur between relative
strangers. Many people who communicate with each other online have never
personally met, and postings on newsgroups, discussion boards, and in online
communities can have potentially global audiences. Due to these fundamental
differences between offline and online communication, it is not suitable to simply

transfer an offline communication trait and apply it to the online context. Rather,
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it seems necessary to investigate online interactions separately. Most research
on the Internet has overlooked the existence of individual differences in online
interaction preference (Liu 2003). In order to overcome this shortcoming, we
propose a new behavioral disposition - online interaction propensity - that we
define as a relatively stable tendency of an individual to interact with strangers
{i.e., people they have never met offline) in an online environment. It is this
personality trait that explains why one person will engage in online interactions
and another will not under identical circumstances. We would like to emphasize
that online interaction propensity is believed to be a general behavioral
disposition that explains all kinds of online interactions, and not only those taking
place in virtual communities. In this chapter, however, we will examine its
influence on the citizenship behavior of customers in commercial virtual

communities. The next section outlines our hypotheses.

3.6 Hypotheses

Figure 3.1 presents the conceptual framework for this study and summarizes

our hypotheses.

Figure 3.1: Research Model
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As discussed previously, the main reasons for participating in a commercial
virtual community are the informational and social value received (Ridings and
Gefen 2004). Both informational and social resources are created in a social
space, through the exchange of favors between virtual community members. If a
community meémber recéives valuable informational or social support through the
community, s/he in fact accurnulates a social debt. As communication is overt in
a virtual community setting and conseguently visible to all members, a
community member who does not pay back this debt runs the risk of being
socially punished (e.q., future requests for help would be ignored). On the other
hand, if a member is especially active in providing help to others, s/he is likely to
be socially rewarded {(e.g., by gaining status, being respected). Therefore, we
expect that the consumption of both informational and social value will intensify
the social norm of reciprocity (Schwartz 1977). It is important to note that
virtual communities support a form of generalized reciprocity (Constant et al.
1996; McLure Wasko and Faraj 2000), where members expect that help given to
one individual will be reciprocated by someone else than the original recipient of
the help. Even though the norm of reciprocity is universal (i.e., prevalent in all
groups to which an individual belongs), it is not unconditional {Gouldner 1960).
Rather, the intensity of the norm is “contingent upon the imputed value of the
benefit previously received” (Gouldner 1960, p. 171), which in our case is the
value of the information exchange and social interaction provided by the virtual
community. Consequently, we propose that both the informational and social
value have a positive impact on reciprocity.

His:  Percelved informational value has a positive impact on reciprocity.

Hib:  Percelved social value has a positive impact on reciprocity.

A member who has benefited from valuable informational and/or social
support provided by the community accumulates not only a social, but also a
personal debt (Schwartz 1977). If s/he now becomes aware of the need for
information or social support of a fellow member, the personal norm of
obligation, which is experienced as a feeling of moral obligation to return the
help previously received, is activated. The value attributed to the information and

social support received is important as “the same action can engender different
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obligations depending on the extent to which the individual targeted by the
action wvalues it” (Lambert 2000, p. 802). Therefore, we expect that the
informational and social value of the virtual community, as perceived by the

community members, will have a positive impact on obligation.

Haa:  Perceived informational value has a positive impact on obligation,

Ha: Perceived social value has a positive impact on obligation.

Previous research indicates that social norms form the basis of personal
norms. As stated by Gouldner (1960) and Schwartz (1977), the internalization of
the norm of reciprocity morally obliges a person to give back benefits received
from another party. In a virtual community, members spend time and effort to
communicate with other members by posting messages on discussion boards.
Often, members respond to specific requests for information, help, or support,
even though they do not receive an immediate economic benefit in return.
Rather, they display these altruistic behaviors because they have been helped by
the community before and feel that they have to “give back” (McLure Wasko and
Faraj 2000, p. 169). This desire for reciprocity generates an obligatory impetus
to actively care for the community. Therefore, we propose that also in the
context of virtual communities, reciprocity leads to direct feelings of obligation.

Hs: Reciprocity has a positive impact on obligation.

Reciprocity and obligation are two well-documented antecedents of pro-
social behavior. Pro-social behavior of customers in our commercial wvirtual
community setting is conceptualized by VCCB. If a virtual community member
has accumulated a social andfor personal debt towards the wvirtual community,
his/her feelings of both reciprocity and obligation will urge him/her to repay this
debt through VCCB. Lambert even states that citizenship behavior is the
“currency” of reciprocity (2000, p. 802). Therefore, we propose that members
who feel a sense of reciprocity and obligation will act like good virtual community
citizens by engaging in three types of behavior: returning the help previously
received, actively participating and taking an interest in the virtual community,
and tolerating minor imperfections.

H4a: Reciprocity has a positive impact on helping.
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Has:  Obligation has a positive impact on helping.

Hss:  Reciprocity has a positive impact on civic virtue.
Hsy:  Obligation has a positive impact on civic virtue.

Hea: Reciprocity has a positive impact on sportsmanship.

Hey: Obligation has a positive impact on sportsmanship.

In addition to normative influences, VCCB could also be affected by
individual dispositions of customers. By definition, VCCB occurs in an online
environment in which at least two citizenship behaviors - namely helping and
clvic virtue = require action from virtual community members. This action takes
the form of supportive online communication. In the offline communication
literature, the trait willingness to communicate has been shown to directly
predict actual communication behavior, for example the likelihood of students to
verbally participate in class (Chan and McCroskey 1987). Likewise, a customer’s
behavioral tendency to engage in online interactions will have an important
influence on hisfher helping behavior and active participation in a commercial
virtual community.

H7a: Online interaction propensity has a positive impact on helping.

lss:  Online interaction propensity has a positive impact on civic virtue.

3.7 Methodology

3.7.1 Research setting

In order to emplrically test our hypotheses, we conducted a quantitative
study among the members of a virtual technical support community hosted and
moderated by a large computer hard- and software supplier. The primary
commercial benefit of this virtual community is service cost reduction, and to a
lesser extent brand building and “listening in.” The community is available on a
world-wide basis, and the language for content is English. Furthermore, it is
entirely based on asynchronous discussion boards. Hence, information exchange
is not “real time”, although most posts receive a reaction within minutes. All
member-generated content is stored and, due to a powerful search engine, easily

accessible at all times. As a free-of-charge e-support service, the community is
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accessible to all of the hosting company’s customers, but its main users are IT
professionals. The goal of the community is to provide a platform where like-
minded professionals can interact and engage in peer-to-peer technical support
and knowledge sharing. Consequently, the majority of member interaction
focuses on information exchange about technical problems. The wvalue of this
information exchange is demonstrated by the hosting organization’s estimate
that at least 35% of the problems posted in this virtual community are
completely solved by other members. In addition, members also converse about
social topics, which range from exchanging system-administrator jokes to
discussing the isolation and frustration that some experience at their workplace.
As mentioned befare, the online community is moderated by employees of
the hosting organization. These moderators practice a “hands off” approach and
usually do not answer technical questions. Their role is to facilitate member
interactions, and as such, they mainly guide new members and gather feedback
from existing ones. They only interfere in the discussions if members display
disruptive behaviors, as outlined in a community “code of conduct.” In order to
use the online technical support community, members have to register to the
site by choosing a user name and password. In this process, an accurate email
address has to be provided, but the hosting organization commits to not use or
disclose this email address without the consent of the member. Hence, real
names and email addresses are not visible online unless the member chooses to
disclose them. While several thousand people have at some point registered for
the community, the hosting organization estimates that there are roughly 750
active members who regularly spend several hours per week in the online

community.

3.7.2 Questionnaire development

Each study variable is measured using a multiple-item measurement scale.
All measures use a seven-point Likert type response format, with “strongly
disagree”kand “strongly agree” as the anchors. Except for online interaction
propensity, we only used scales that have been validated by previous empirical

research. Items were selected and adapted to the specific characteristics of our
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research setting on the basis of interviews with three academic experts and three
service support managers of the virtual community under investigation. To pre-
test the resulting questionnaire, it was administered to 127 undergraduate
business students in an e-laboratory setting. To get familiar with the virtual
community under investigation, the students first were asked to browse through
several representative discussion threads. They were then guided to the
preliminary questionnaire. As a consequence of this pre-test, several items were
reworded or deleted.

In addition, we had to develop a scale for the individual difference variable
online interaction propensity. We followed the procedure proposed by Churchill
{1979) and conducted in total two qualitative and three quantitative studies to
develop and validate a scale. In the qualitative studies, we established the
domain of our construct, generated an initial pool of 54 items, and selected the
30 most representative items for further quantitative analysis. In the first
quantitative study (n = 287), we reduced the scale to eight items by randomly
splitting the sample In half and using exploratory and confirmatory factor
analysis. In the following study {n = 308}, we evaluated discriminant validity by
assessing the final eight-item scale together with conceptually close constructs
and response set bias. Finally, we established nomonological validity in the fifth
study (n = 195) by demonstrating the ability of the online interaction propensity

scale to explain communication behavior in an online discussion board setting.

3.7.3 Measures

The final questionnaire consists of 30 items. Perceived informational value
Is measured by three items that are based on Okleshen and Grossbart (1998),
while social value consists of three items adapted from Mclure Wasko and Faraj
{2000). Reciprocity and obligation both consist of a four-item scale, which we
adapted from de Ruyter and Wetzels (2000) and Mclure Wasko and Faraj
(2000). Each of the community citizenship behaviors (helping, civic virtue, and
sportsmanship) is measured with four items respectively, adapted from
Podsakoff et al. (1997). Finally, the online interaction propensity scale consists of

eight newly developed items.
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3.7.4 Data collection

Due to the unavailability of personal emall of the virtual community
members, a link to the online questionnaire was posted in a discussion thread in
the forum about “general matters.” We introduced ourselves as independent
researchers, explained the purpose of the study, and invited virtual community
members to participate. In order to capture both intrinsically and extrinsically
motivated respondents in our sample, we provided two types of incentives, On
the one hand, we promised to publish the aggregated results in the community,
and on the other hand, we offered a lottery to win one of 100 Amazon.com
vouchers. In total, we received 203 usable responses. As we do not know how
many community members have read the thread featuring our survey, but
decided not to respond, we cannot estimate a precise response rate. In order to
avoid double entries, date and time of completion, as well as the remote user

name were captured.

3.7.5 Sample profile

The 203 respondents we considered in our analysis are predominantly
male (92.5%) and relatively young (71.5% below 45 years), which is not
surprising in the IT industry. They live in 33 different countries, but most
respondents come from the US (40%) and the UK (10%). The majority (68%) is
already member in this virtual community since more than one year, and
respondents spend on average 5.5 hours per week In the community. They
estimate that 67.2% of the problems they post in the community are completely
solved, which is much higher than estimated by the hosting organization. Finally,
we were able to not only capture very active participants in our sample, but also
the so-called “lurkers,” who only read the virtual community dialogue without
contributing. Overall, 16.7% of our respondents indicated that they have not yet
posted anything on the discussion boards,



48 | Chapter 3

3.8 Results

3.8.1 validation of measures

We examined the psychometric properties of the administered scales by
conducting exploratory as well as confirmatory factor analysis. The exploratory
factor analysis (using principle component analysis with varimax rotation} found
an eight-factor solution that explains 75.6% of the total variance. The eight
factors corresponded to the eight constructs investigated in our study. After
inspection of the individual item lpadings, we deleted three items with loadings
lower than 0.40 and two Items with significant cross-loadings from further
analysis, See Appendix B for all qguestionnaire items, their individual loadings,
and t-values,

We then submitted the data to confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), using
LISREL version 8.70 (Jéreskog and SO6rbom 1999). The measurement model
ylelded an acceptable fit (y* = 486.38 (349 df); RMSEA = 0.040; NNFI = 0.98;
CFI = 0.98). The individual item loadings were all highly significant (t-value >
8.00) and substantial in size. Furthermore, both composite reliabilities and
average variances extracted exceeded the recommended cut-off values of 0.70
and 0.50, respectively (Fornell and Larcker 1981; Nunally and Bernstein 1994).
Hence, we established the convergent validity of our scales. To assess
discriminant validity, we compared the square root of the average wvariance
extracted with the correlation between two latent constructs (Fornell and Larcker
1981). Discrimant validity is supported when the square root of the average
variance extracted exceeds this correlation, which is the case for all possible
pairs of constructs in this study. In addition, for each pair of constructs, we
compared the chi-square statistic of a measurement model constraining the
correlation to unity to a baseline model without this constraint. In each case, the
chi-square statistic of the constrained model was greater than that of the free
model, indicating that the free model provides a better representation of the data
and thereby establishing discriminant validity (Anderson and Gerbing 1988).
Table 3.1 presents the correlation matrix and the composite reliability and
average variance extracted for all study variables. It is interesting to note here

that the correlations between the three types of citizenship behavior do not show
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a consistent pattern. While helping and civic virtue are relatively highly
correlated (r = 0.59), as would be expected, sportsmanship does not seem o be

correlated with either of the two other citizenship behaviors.

Table 3.1: Composite Reliability, Average Variance Extracted, and Correlations

CR AVE v S REC OBL HELP CIVIC | SPORT | OIP
Ty* 0.85 | 0.65 | 0.81*
SV 0.93 0.80 0.16 0.89

REC 0.94 | 0.84 0.21 0.28 0.92

0OBL 0.87 | 0.70 0.15 0.22 0.33 0.84

HELP 0.93 | 0.81 0.06 Q.14 0.33 0.35 0.90

CIVIC | 0.83 | 0.77 -0.01 0.07 0.31 0.23 0.59 0.88

SPORT | 0.82 | 0.58 0.04 -0.02 -0.02 0.02 -0.03 | 0.05 0.76

QIpP 0.93 | 0.76 0.15 0.21 0.28 0.42 0.42 0.39 0.03 | 0.87

*Numbers shown in bold on the diagonal denote the square root of the AVE
=¥y = Informational Value; SV = Soclal Value; REC = Reciprocity; OBL = Obligation; HELP =
Helping; CIVIC = Civic Virtue; SPORT = Sportsmanship; OIP = Online Interaction Propensity

As we collected the data on both independent and dependent variables
from the same respondent, the potential for common method variance exists. In
order to address this potential problem, we conducted Harman's one-factor test
as recommended by Podsakoff and Organ (1986). All study variables were
subjected to a principal component factor analysis, and the unrotated factor
solution was examined. The analysis identified again eight distinct factors with
eigenvalues over one, accounting for 76% of the total variance. As significantly
more than one factor emerged from the data, and as the first factor éxplained
only 28% of the total variance, we can conclude that common method variance

does not seem to pose a problem in the data.

3.8.2 Hypotheses testing

Following the measurement model analysis, we estimated a full structural
model in order to examine the relationships between our study variables. The
structural model achieved an acceptable model fit (3% = 567.01 (361 df); RMSEA
= 0.049; NNFI = 0.97; CFI = 0.97). Hypotheses 1a and 1b are supported, as the
social norm of reciprocity is indeed influenced by the perceived informational

value (B = 0.19; t-value = 2.59), and even more strongly by the perceived social
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value (B = 0.27; t-value = 3.59) of the virtual community. The personal norm of
obligation, however, is not directly affected by informational and social value.
Hence, we do riot find support for hypotheses 2a and 2b. Hypothesis 3, however,
which states that the social norm of reciprocity may be internalized and thereby
strengthens obligation, can be confirmed (B = 0.26; t-value = 3.29).

The first citizenship behavior, helping, is strongly influenced by both types
of norms (reciprocity: & = 0.20; t-value = 2.83; obligation: 8 = 0.20; t-value =
2.76), supporting hypotheses 4a and 4b. Civic virtue, the second citizenship
behavior, is only impacted by the social norm of reciprocity (8 = 0.19; t-value =
2.59), while the personal norm of obligation does not seem to have an effect.
Consequently, we can confirm hypothesis 5a, but have to reject hypothesis 5b.
Neéxt, we also investigated the influence of norms on the third citizenship
behavior, sportsmanship. Surprisingly, neither social nor personal norms have an
impact on this type of citizenship behavior, leading to a rejection of hypotheses
6a and 6b. In order to further investigate this surprising result, we considered
the possibllity that sportsmanship may not be driven by norms, but simply by the
overall evaluation of the virtual community. It seems reasonable to speculate
that virtual community members are more willing to tolerate small imperfections
in the community if its overall value is perceived to be high. Hence, we estimated
a rival model in which we freed the paths from informational value and social
value to sportsmanship. But again, we found both paths to be not significant
(informational value: B = 0.02; t-value = 0.25; social value: B = -0.02; t-value
= -0.28). We can therefore conclude that sportsmanship is not influenced by any
of our study variables.

Finally, we were interested to find out whether the citizenship behaviors
that require active online participation - namely helping and civic virtue - are
influenced by online interaction propensity. Indeed, online interaction propensity
significantly impacts both helping (8 = 0.31; t-value = 4.24) and civic virtue (B
= 0.34; t-value = 4.61), supporting hypotheses 7a and 7b. In order to
investigate the importance of this influence, we estimated another rival model in
which we constrained the paths from online interaction propensity to the two

citizenship behaviors to zero. As expected, the free model yielded a superior



Normative Influences in Virtual Communities

maodel fit, as evidenced by the significant chi-square change (%° difference

32.92 (2 df); p < 0.001). Table 3.2 provides an overview of these results.

Table 3.2: Beta Coefficients and t-Values

51

Hypothesis B-coefficient t-value Result
H;, Info Value — Reciprocity 0.19 2.59 supported
H;, Social Value — Reciprocity 0.27 3.59 supported
Ha. Info Value — Obligation 0.08 1.08 not supported
H, Social Value — Obligation 0.13 1.78 not supported
H; Reciprocity — Obligation 0.26 3.29 supported
H4a Reciprocity — Helping 0.20 2.83 supported
H4, Obligation — Helping 0.20 2.76 supported
Hs, Reciprocity — Civic Virtue 0.23 3.12 supported
Hs, Obligation — Civic Virtue 0.05 0.73 not supported
Hga Reciprocity — Sportsmanship -0.03 -0.41 not supported
Hsp, Obligation — Sportsmanship 0.04 0.51 not supported
Hy, _*Or:gr,\s“i%teraction Propensity 0.31 4.24 supported
H, Online Interaction Propensity 0.34 4.61 supported

— Civic Virtue

Model Fit: x* = 567.01 (361 df); RMSEA = 0.049; NNFI = 0.97; CFI = 0.97

3.9 Discussion

3.9.1 Theoretical implications

of its members. Meaningful content will only be created and relationships will
only be forged in virtual communities in which the members contribute to the

discussions on a continuous basis. Specifically in the context of commercial

The success of each virtual community depends on the citizenship behavior

virtual communities of customers, organizations need to understand why their

customers are willing to become “partial employees” and actively participate and

help fellow customers in the virtual community. We introduced VCCB as a useful

and comprehensive measure of the different facets of beneficial behavior of

customers in commercial virtual communities. We investigated whether norm
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theory can be extended to the online world to successfully explain three types of
VCCB: helping, civic virtue, and sportsmanship. Our results demonstrate that the
two primary resources exchanged in a virtual community - information and
social interaction =~ intensify the social norm of reciprocity felt by community
members, but do not directly impact the personal norm of obligation. Obligation
is only indirectly affected by value perceptions through the internalization of the
norm of reciprocity. Both feelings of reciprocity and obligation have a significant
impact on helping behavior, whereas civic virtue is anly influenced by reciprocity.
An explanation for this discrepant result might be found in the slightly different
nature of these two citizenship behaviors. Personal norms are activated when a
need is perceived, such as the need for help. Civic virtue describes general active
participation behavior that seems less urgent and therefore might entail a lesser
moral obligation than helping. Even more surprisingly, the third citizenship
behavior sportsmanship Is not influenced by any of our study variables. Neither
normative influences nor value perceptions are related to sportsmanship. In an
attempt to understand this finding, we again inspected the nature of this
citizenship behavior more closely. In contrast to helping and civic virtue,
sportsmanship, which is defined as “the willingness to tolerate less than ideal
circumstance without complaining” (Podsakoff et al. 1997, p. 263), does not
require an active behavior from the virtual community member. Furthermore,
helping and civic virtue are outwardly directed at other members, whereas
sportsmanship is Internally directed. The speculation that helping and civic virtue
are somewhat different behaviors than sportsmanship is supported by the high
correlation between helping and civic virtue, and the low correlation between
sportsmanship and either other citizenship behavior. Hence, we tentatively
conclude that sportsmanship might be less important to the effective functioning
of a commercial virtual community than helping and civic virtue.

In general, our findings demonstrate that the theory of norms known from
traditional face-to-face communities plays a vital role in governing the behavior
of customers in commercial virtual communities. Especially the social norm of
reciprocity seems particularly important in our study. Our results thus contradict
previous findings that reported a reduced influence of norms online. A member

who has been helped in the virtual community feels a sense of indebtness to the
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entire community. Consequently, this member wants to reciprocate the favor and
feels obliged to take the effort to answer someone else's posted problem, even
though this action will not provide him/her with any direct economic benefits.
Our empirical results are in line with McLure Wasko and Faraj (2000), who
concluded from their qualitative study that members of virtual communities
initially participate in a virtual community because they aspire access to
knowledge on a specific topic of interest, but ultimately become involved and
develop the desire to help others out of a sense of moral duty and an interest to
advance the community as a whole.

A second objective of this study was to develop a new and important
individual disposition wvariable and examine its impact on VCCB. Online
interaction propensity, which we define as an individual's general tendency to
engage in online interactions with strangers, indeed has a strong direct impact
on the two active citizenship behaviors helping and civic virtue. Hence, this new
variable proves wvery useful in predicting online communication behavior and

merits attention by other researchers.

3.9.2 Managerial implications

The conclusions drawn from this study aiso hold several interesting
implications for companies that host external commercial virtual communities for
their customers. Some of these findings will also apply to internal virtual
communities for employees. Our research has pointed to a number of important
determinants of active and helpful community participation that can be directly
or indirectly influenced by the community host. While social and personal norms,
which are the main determinants of VCCB, are difficult to influence directly, they
are impacted by the value of the information exchange and the social interaction.
Accordingly, if the perceived value of these two aspects increases, also the
feelings of reciprocity and obligation of the members become stronger, ultimately
strengthening VCCB. Thus, a community sponsor should try to stimulate
community members to provide valuable information and social interaction. We
would like to emphasize here the importance of social value in commercial virtual

communities. While social interaction is usually avoided in internal virtual
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communities (Constant et al. 1996), it plays a very important role in stimulating
feelings of reciprocity in external customer communities. In fact, social value is a
more important driver of reciprocity than Informational value, which suggests
that custormer communities are slightly less “work-oriented” and require a
stronger social component than internal employee communities.

The goal of increasing the perceived value of the community can be
achieved, for example, through the use of ‘point reward systems.” Each
community member is awarded points for his/her answers to a previous post by
the poster of the original question based on the usefuiness or helpfuiness of the
answer. With a certain amount of points, the community member receives a
degree or upgrade. This degree is visible to all other members and provides
status, stimulating others to receive the same kind of degree or to surpass other
members. This visibility effect is particularly important considering that in our
study, the social norm influenced most VCCBs. As a result, such a point system
not only stimulates the frequency of interaction, but also the quality of the
postings. To further increase the guality of the information exchange and social
interaction, the sponsoring company can also try to recruit experts for the virtual
community, which can be either professional community moderators, very
knowledgeable customers, or other industry experts. If these experts can be
convinced to join the virtual community, their contributions will certainly add to
and stimulate the community discussions, resulting in higher informational and
social value for other members.

A method to make the desired pro-social behavior more visible and explicit
is the establishment of a 'netiquette,” a code of conduct explicitly stating the
rules of community membership. Most netiquettes only list the behaviors that are
obviously unacceptable, such as posting threatening or verbally abusive
comments, but few also emphasize the desired behaviors, such as helping and
civic virtue. If the community netiquette outlining both negative and positive
behavior s known to every member, the expectations of social and personal
norms, and consequently their enforcement by the group and the self, are
stronger. As a result, if reciprocity and obligation are increased, also VCCB will

be positively affected.
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Finally, it is also important for organizations hosting a virtual community
to realize that a certain percentage of customers, those who have a low online
interaction propensity, may never become active contributing members of the
virtual community. It might be worthwhile to attempt identifying the level of
online interaction propensity upon registration to the virtual community in order

to better understand subsequent communication activity.

3.9.3 Limitations and future research guidelines

Our findings can only be interpreted in the light of certain limitations. To
begin with, our core framework focuses on the mediating role of social and
personal norms in the formation of VCCB. Clearly, other constructs may be
relevant in this context. For example, several researchers have alluded to the
role of self-esteem and self-representation in motivating active contributions in
computer networks (e.g., Constant et al. 1996). In addition, one of the VCCBs,
sportsmanship, could not be explained by either norms or perceived community
value. Future research should be directed at investigating the importance of this
citizenship behavior to the effective functioning of an online community, and if
worthwhile, its specific drivers. Moreover, the individual disposition online
interaction propensity exhibits a strong direct effect on CCB. This suggests that it
may be interesting to consider additional individual disposition variables when
attempting to explain online behavior. Furthermore, our study assumes that
members have certain perceptions of the informational and social value provided
by the virtual community. It would be interesting to investigate how these
perceptions are formed, in other words, what the antecedents of informational
and social value are. Finally, all concepts and relationships were measured at one
point in time, thus essentially from a static perspective. It may be worthwhile to
study especially the relationships between social and personal norms and pro-
social behavior over time. This consideration seems important because norms

are likely to strengthen during the socialization process of a new member.






CHAPTER 4

THE DRIVERS AND MARKETING IMPLICATIONS OF CUSTOMERS’
CITIZENSHIP BEHAVIOR IN VIRTUAL COMMUNITIES FOR SERVICE
SUPPORT

Abstract

Companies increasingly use their customers as productive resources and
outsource part of the service function to virtual communities of service support,
in which customers help each other to solve their service problems. We introduce
the notion of virtual community citizenship behavior to capture this unusual
customer-to-customer service behavior and empirically investigate its unique
antecedents as well as marketing consequences with a sample of 203 members
of a virtual community for technical service support. We pay specific attention to
the potentially differential influence of the social versus informational resource

exchange process in motivating virtual community citizenship behavior.
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4.1 Introduction

The rapid growth of new communication technologies and the expansion of
the Internet have created possibllities for self-service that did not exist before.
One of the most remarkable developments is the virtual community, an
aggregation of people who meet and interact online “for the sake of achieving
personal as well as shared goals of their members” (Dholakia, Bagozzi, and Klein
Pearo 2004, p. 242), Numerous companies have realized the commercial
potentlal of these virtual communities and have created their own virtual
communities for service support. Such a virtual community enables customers to
meet like-minded peers, share information and best practices and help solve
each other's service problems. Using their customers as service providers,
companies can achieve significant savings in service costs while maintaining
service quality. Prominent examples of such service-oriented communities are
LUGNET™ sponsored by LEGO®, the IT Resource Center sponsored by Hewlett
Packard, and the Dell Technical Support Communities. Through these virtual
communities, companies in fact “outsource” the service function to their own
customers, who end up providing an efficient support service to each other.

This customer-to-customer service behavior takes the notion of customer
participation to a new level. Customer participation in service delivery as such is
not a new concept in the services marketing field and has been addressed, albeit
not extensively, in previous research (e.g., Bendapudi and Leone 2004; Meuter
and Bitner 1998; Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2004, Risch Rodie and Schultz
Kleine 2000). However, all of these studies have addressed participative
customer behavior necessary to produce a service for personal consumption. To
our knowledge, no previous research has yet investigated participative customer
behavior aimed at producing a service for other customers, as it is the case in
virtual communities for service support. As customers take on the role of service
employees, we draw comparisons to the organizational literature and introduce
virtual community citizenship behavior (VCCB) to embody this form of
community service. Clearly, VCCB goes beyond simple customer participation.
While service companies have come to expect their customers will engage in the

necessary co-production behavior when interacting with a self-service
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technology, it is not so clear why a customer would invest time and effort to
serve other customers and solve their problems in a virtual community.

This question is made more Interesting by the fact that in wvirtual
communities, customers not only exchange information necessary to solve
factual problems, but supplement this utilitarian information exchange with social
interaction (Fischer, Bristor and Gainer 1996; Ridings and Gefen 2004). Whereas
some researchers have acknowledged the importance of differentiating between
informational and social processes in knowledge exchange and problem solving
(Kreijns et al. 2004), no research known to us has identified their unique impact
on behavior, particularly in the context of customers solving other customers’
informational and social problems. In addition, little is known about the
outcomes of VCCB. There is some evidence that customer participation generally
leads to increased loyalty to the service provider (Gupta and Vajic 2000; Risch
Rodie and Schuitz Kleine 2000), but these studies have always assumed that the
service delivered with the participation of the customer was being produced for
personal consumption. The marketing implications of customers serving other
customers in virtual communities, however, have not yet been explored.

Hence, our research has three main objectives. First, we extend the
customer participation literature by introducing and elaborating on the concept of
informational and social virtual community citizenship behavior (VCCB). We
establish the relevance of VCCB for describing customer-to-customer service
behavior in virtual communities. Second, we draw on theories of interpersonal
support and social exchange to identify the specific informational and social
drivers of WVCCB. Finally, we Investigate the marketing Implications of
informational and social VCCB for both the virtual community and the sponsoring
company in terms of customers’ membership continuance and purchase
intentions. We develop a theoretical framework and test our hypotheses
quantitatively with survey data from a sample of online technical support

community members.
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4.2 Conceptual Foundations

4.2.1 Benefits of virtual cormmunities for service support

In 2004, customer service and support costs reached $100 billion
(www.whatis.com), and made up for as much as 60% of a high-tech company's
total cost (Patsuris 2005). Faced with pressures to reduce these service costs
while simultaneocusly maintaining service quality and customer satisfaction, a
growing number of companies have Introduced virtual communities as an
additional service channel for their customers. For example, nearly all large
computer hardware and software manufacturers, such as Dell, Apple, Hewlett
Packard, and Microsoft, sponsor service-oriented virtual communities as the only
free-of-chardge option for technical service support. But virtual communities for
service support also prosper in non-technical business segments: members of
LUGNET™ give each other advice on how to build LEGO® constructions,
customers of Traxxas help each other with problems related to their remote-
controlled mini Hummer-cars, and travelers using Lonely Planet or Frommers
travel gulides share information regarding travel routes and accommodation.
Regardless of whether the community focuses on software problems or on
problems with planning a vacation, the important common feature of all virtual
communities for service support is that their main purpose is problem-solving,
and therefore information exchange®.

Some statistics indicate that virtual support communities can reduce the
volume of service calls by 30%. Considering that the cost of a transaction
handled online is only $0.10 as opposed to $7 in a call center, the cost savings
are significant (The Economist 2004). Hence, the Gartner Group estimates that
by the end of 2005, more than 50% of companies will include community
features in their customer support strategy (Harris 2001). But companies do not
only benefit financially from sponsoring virtual communities for service support.
The logged discussions between customers provide a valuable source of market
intelligence, supplying extensive feedback about the company’s and its

competitors’ products and services. In addition, the sponsoring company's

Ttis Important to point out here that virtual communities for service support are different from open-source
communities. The latter are NOT sponsored by companies but are set up by individuals as independent software
development projects (Moon and Sproull 2000) and are usually very small in size, with a median amount of
members ranging form 6.5 to 8 per group {(Krishnamurthy 2002).
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customers can easily be contacted through the online community, for example
for the purpose of concept testing. Finally, the ongoing dialogue between the
customers and sponsoring company eventually leads to stronger relationship
building and future loyalty.

While it is clear that virtual communities for service support are very
beneficial for the company that sponsors them, they would not exist if they were
not also valuable to the customers. In an environment that is easily accessible
around the clock and free-of-charge, virtual communities provide two main
resources: information and social support. The information exchanged in the
community is particularly valuable because it combines knowledge from many
diverse individuals. Furthermore, users of these wvirtual communities share
enthusiasm for the same product or activity., The community thus offers social
value by providing a platform that allows customers to meet like-minded others
and develop a sense of belonging and identification with the social group

(Rothaerm! and Sugyama 2001).

4.2.2 From self-serving behavior to virtual community citizenship behavior

We extend previous work by Meuter and Bitner {1998) who evaluate the
evolution of service delivery as technology has been integrated into the delivery
process. Central to this evolution has been the increasing participation of the
customer. At its most basic level, service is delivered by the firm alone, as in the
case of utility services. Joint production relies on input from both the firm and
the service customer, as demonstrated in healthcare and educational services.
Finally, self-service technologies enable customer production during which the
customer only interacts with a technological interface instead of a service
employee. In each of these contexts, the service is produced for personal
consumption.

A unique feature of virtual communities for service support, on the other
hand, is that customers augment this pure self-serving behavior by providing a
support service to fellow customers. Hence, this adds a second dimension to the
service delivery evolution, by supplementing self-serving behavior with

community service aimed at other customers. Whereas firm, joint, and customer
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production focus on satisfying the service requirements of an individual
customer, this next step in the service delivery evolution, which we refer to as
community production, satisfies the service requirements not only of the

individual, but also the collective (see Figure 4.1).

Figure 4.1: Extended Customer Participation Continuum

Degree of Customer Participation

4
3

Individual Firmi Joint Customer
Service Need Production Production Production

Collective Community
Service Need Production

When a customer solves another customer’s problem in a virtual
community, s/he is engaging in a discretionary helpful behavior that lies outside
of traditional customer role requirements. As the customer essentially provides
free labor In these service-oriented virtual communities, we build upon the
analogy of the “partial employee” (e.g., Mills and Morris 1986) and draw
corparisoris to the organizational literature on employee motivation,

In this literature, the discretionary and helpful behavior of employees has
been labeled organizational citizenship behavior (OCB). OCB goes beyond the
formal role requirements of employees and is therefore not formally recognized
by reward systems. Mevertheless, the importance of OCB is evident, as it has
been shown to promote the effective functioning of the organization by
increasing stability and decreasing employee turnover (Chen, Hui and Sego
1998; Organ 1988; Podsakoff et al. 2000). As such, it “presents the glue which
holds collective endeavors together” (Brief and Motowidio 1986, p. 712). This is
probably even more true for virtual communities than for organizations. While

customers’ traditional role requirements do certainly not include service provision
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for other customers, virtual communities for service support could not exist
without the willingness of a critical mass of people to share information with
other customers and help solve their problems.

Hence, we introduce the term virtual community citizenship behavior
(VCCB) to capture the different facets of beneficial behavior that customers
direct towards other customers in virtual communities for service support.

A recent stream of literature proposes that OCB can be categorized
according to the intended target of the behavior (Anderson and Willlams 1996;
Williams and Anderson 1991). As a result, Settoon and Massholder {2002) have
directed attention at “interpersonal” QCB, which focuses on citizenship behavior
oriented toward coworkers. This interpersonal OCB comprises the two
dimensions helping and civic virtue. Helping reflects “those voluntary actions that
help another person with a problem” while civic virtue describes “behavior
indicating that a person responsibly participates in and Is concerned about the
life of the community as a whole” (Podsakoff et al. 1997, p. 263). Furthermore,
interpersonal OCB is either focused on tasks or persons. Task-focused
interpersonal OCB relates to the exchange of job-related resources, such as
information, whereas person-focused interpersonal OCB is concerned with
providing support for personal problems. As VCCB is also interpersonal (directed
at other customers), we conceptualize it in line with Settoon and Mossholder
(2002) as comprising the helping and civic virtue sub-dimensions. Given that the
resources exchanged among virtual community members are informational and
social in nature, we distinguish between informational VCCB that is task-focused,
and soclal VCCB that is person-facused.

We believe that the introduction of the informational and social VCCB
concept provides a valuable contribution to the understanding of customer
participation behavior in commercial virtual communities. Research on virtual
communities is in general scarce in marketing, and only three studies
(Algesheimer et al. 2005; Bagozzi and Dholakia 2002; Dholakia et al. 2004) have
so far considered the participation behavior of community members. However,
this participation behavior has so far been conceptualized and measured as
frequency of participation. This basic conceptualization does not take into

account that the contributions to a virtual community can have different natures,
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reflecting the goals that community members want to achieve with their
participation. For example, a virtual community member can participate with the
goal of being helpful to a specific person, or with the goal of advancing the
community as a whole. Furthermore, s/he might participate in a social discussion
or in a discussion focused on information exchange. The concept of VCCB
captures these fine distinctions in participation goals and therefore provides a
more complete conceptualization of participatory behavior than simple
frequency.

In the next section, we develop hypotheses about the specific social and
informational antecedents of VCCB, and its marketing consequences for the
virtual community and the sponsoring company. Figure 4.2 summarizes the

proposed research model.

Figure 4.2: Hy‘pothesized Framework
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4.3 Antecedents of Virtual Community Citizenship Behavior

The perceived supportiveness of fellow community members and the value
that results from it are hypothesized to drive VCCB. Prior to providing the
rationale for these relationships, we would like to point out that these
antecedents of VCCB are perceptions of the virtual community as a whole that
arise from experience with that community.

Existing literature indicates that people participate in virtual communities
for two main reasons: informational and social resources {Burnett 2000; Fischer,
Bristor and Gainer 1996; MclLure Wasko and Faraj 2000). In fact, a recent study
by Ridings and Gefen (2004) empirically demonstrates that information exchange
Is indeed the most popular and social interaction the second most popular reason
for membership in a virtual community. In the context of service-oriented virtual
communities, the same two resources are of primary importance. The main
purpose of these communities clearly is peer-to-peer problem solving and the
exchange of knowledge. But customers also engage in a surprising amount of
social talk, for example thanking and complementing each other, cheering each
other up, and so on. Experiencing these interactions over time combines to
create a perception of member supportiveness that generates value in the
community. Thus, the starting point of our model is the individual member's
perceptual reaction to the virtual community as a whole. This perceptual reaction

is what triggers individual behavior.

4.3.1 Informational and social supportiveness

According to the Interpersonal Support Evaluation List by Cohen et al
(1985), interpersonal supportiveness is multi-dimensional. Informational
supportiveness refers to the availability of an information provider and the
quality of the obtained information. Social supportiveness, on the other hand, is
experienced when individuals feel respected and part of the group. If customers
in service-oriented virtual communities provide these two types of
supportiveness to each other, the perceived informational and social value of the

community as a whole will be positively affected.
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His: The informational supportiveness provided by members positively
influences the informational value of the virtual community.
Hyy: The social supportiveness provided by members positively influences

the social value of the virtual community,

In addition to direct effects, there might also be cross-over effects. Recent
research in the field of collaborative learning has pointed to the importance of
social Interaction in supporting knowledge exchange {Kreijns et al. 2004). Hence,
the value of the available information may be augmented if the members of the
virtual community maintain good social relations with their peers. Moreover, the
social value of the community may also be increased by informational
supportiveness, as members experience a sense of camaraderie when receiving
informational support from others. We therefore propose possible cross-over
effects between the informational and social supportiveness of members and the
informational and social overall value of the virtual community.

H:a: The informational supportiveness provided by members positively

influences the social value of the virtual community.

Ha: The social supportiveness provided by members positively influences

the informational value of the virtual community.

4.3.2 Informational and social value

As discussed previously, the main attraction for customers participating in
a service-oriented virtual community is the informational and social value they
receive through their membership. In fact, according to social exchange theory,
this perceived informational and soclal value might explain why customers not
only selfishly use the community as an information resource, but also actively
participate and help others, thus engaging in WCCB. Social exchange is defined
as “voluntary actions of individuals that are motivated by the returns they are
expected to bring” (Blau 1964, p. 91). Hence, if one individual heips another,
s/he expects a return at some point in the future. In contrast to economic
exchange, soclal exchange entails diffuse, unspecified future obligations whose

exact nature cannot be stipulated in adwvance. Although left to the discretion of
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the indebted individual, the return is expected to be of equal value to the help
received. If that is not the case, the social exchange relationship between these
individuals would not be continued. Specifically, Blau {1964, pp. 89-90) states
that if both parties in a social exchange relationship “value what they receive
from the other, both are prone to supply more of their own service to provide
incentives for the other to increase his supply and avoid becoming indebted to
him.” Accordingly, if a customer values the service received through the virtual
commiunity in terms of informational and social resources, s/he has an interest to
continue the relationship with the community and receive even more services in
the future. But in order to maintain the social exchange relationship, s/he needs
to return his/her obligation to the virtual community, which is achieved by
helping other customers. Therefore, based on social exchange theory, we posit
that VCCB is positively influenced by the informational and social value that the
customer obtains from the virtual community for service support.
Hsa: The informational value of the virtual community positively influences
informational VCCB.
Hsp: The socdial value of the virtual community positively influences social
VCCB.

The virtual community becomes socially valuable to a customer by
providing a feeling of belonging and camaraderie. As such, the virtual community
is a "sound social space” which promotes open dialogue and information sharing
{(Kreijns et al. 2004, p. 156). Consequently, social value may also induce
informational VCCB. Informational value, on the other hand, might impact social
VCCB simply by motivating customers to give back to the community in
exchange for the valuable information received, without differentiating between
help in informational or social matters. Similar cross-over effects have been
found by Settoon and Mossholder (2002) where the task antecedents of task-
focused interpersonal OCB influence person-focused interpersonal OCB. The
social antecedents also”influence task-focused interpersonal OCB. Given these
findings, Settoon and Mossholder (2002) conclude that social and task
antecedents are “not easily teased apart” (p. 264). Furthermore, they explain

that “whereas task activities directly influence the technical core, interpersonal
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activities shape the enwironment in which the technical core must function” (pp.
264-265). The same is true in the context of virtual communities for service
support, where the social interaction creates an environment that facilitates
information exchange. We therefore propose that the informational and social
value of the virtual community has cross-over effects on informational and social
YCCH,

M4 The informational value of the virtual community positively influences

soclal VCCB,
Hay: The social value of the wirtual community positively influences

informational VCCB.

4.4 Marketing Implications of Virtual Community Citizenship Behavior
Virtual communities for service support constitute a very unusual service
delivery environment in so far as customers, instead of employees, provide
service to other customers. This remarkable customer-to-customer service
behavior has not yet been explored in the marketing literature, and its
consequences remain unknown to the marketer. Research on customer
participation in services which are consumed by the participating customer as
well as jointly produced with the service company, provides some scarce
evidence that active participation can increase loyaity towards the service
provider, particularly in the case of highly experiential services (Gupta and Vajic
2000; Risch Rodie and Schultz Kleine 2000). The reasoning for this conclusion
relies on the argument that participation itself provides experiential benefits to
the consumer, resulting in a positive evaluation of the overall service experience.
In the organizational literature, another argument s used to explain the
influence of OCB on turnover intentions. If employees have contributed to
shaping their work environment through their helpful OCB, they are more
committed to the organization and want to benefit from this positive
environment in the future. Therefore, the higher an employee’s OCB, the lower
her/his turnover intentions and vice versa (Chen, Hui and Sego 1998). Based on
these indications, we expect that customers who help other customers and

actively participate in the service-oriented virtual community are likely to have
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intentions to continue their community membership in order to enjoy the positive
outcomes of their behavior. Accordingly, we expect that informational and social
VCCB increases membership continuance intentions.
Hsa: Informational VCCB positively influences membership continuance
intentions.

Hsy: Social VCCB positively influences membership continuance intentions.

Membership continuance intentions are very important from a marketing
point of view, because only a virtual community with sustained membership can
fulfill an effective service function in the long run. As such, high leveis of
membership continuance intentions ensure that the sponsoring company can
benefit from the cost savings achieved through the virtual community in the
future. But continued membership in the setvice-oriented virtual community
should also affect the purchase behavior of customers. At the heart of the
service-oriented virtual community lies always a product or service, such as an
Apple computer, or a holiday trip. If customers did not purchase these products
or services, they could not be a member of that community and enjoy the
informational and social benefits provided. In a recent study of brand
communities, Algesheimer et al. (2005) argue that “a key marker of community
membership Is ongoing purchase and use of the brand” (p. 23). As the same
argument holds in the context of virtual communities for service support, we
propose that membership continuance intentions have a positive impact on
purchase intentions. As such, the virtual community does not only affect the
sponsor company’s revenues through cost reduction, but also through increased
purchase.

Hs: Membership continuance intentions positively influence purchase

intentions.

4.5 Methodology
For an elaborate discussion of the research setting, pre-test, data

collection procedure, and sample profile, we refer the reader to Chapter 3, as
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this study is based on the same database. Below a brief synopsis of the most

salient details is given.

4.5.1 Research setting

In order to test the aforementioned hypotheses, we conducted an
empirical study among the members of a virtual community for technical service
support. This community is sponsored and moderated by a leading US-based IT
company as a free-of-charge channel for peer-to-peer service support. The
majority of members are IT professionals, who participate in order to find
solutions to hardware, software, and network problems. Hence, most of the
interaction between community members focuses on technical information
exchange. But members also engage in some degree of social talk as they thank
each other for help, share jokes, and exchange experiences about frustrations at
their workplace. The community is very active, with several thousand registered
members, even though the sponsor company estimates that slightly less than
one thousand members actively participate on a regular basis.

We opted for this specific research context because we are interested in
the specific role that social interaction plays in a primarily task-solving oriented
virtual community. As described above, a virtual community for technical support
by nature focuses on problem-solving, and finding important effects of social
interaction would be even more meaningful in this environment than, for

example, a virtual travel community.

4.5,2 Measures

Each construct is measured with multiple items, using a seven-point Likert
type response format.

Informational supportiveness and social supportiveness of members is
measured with 4 ltems each, adapted from the ISEL (Interpersonal Support
Evaluation List) scale by Cohen et al. (1985). Informational value comprises
three items based on Okleshen and Grossbart (1998), and social value consists

of three items based on McLure Wasko and Faraj (2000). Informational VCCB
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and social VCCB are conceptualized as second-order constructs reflecting Settoon
and Mossholder’'s (2002) two dimensions helping and civic virtue. Each
dimension is measured with four items adapted from Podsakoff et al. (1997) and
Settoon and Mossholder (2002). Membership continuance intentions comprises
four items based on Garbarino and Johnson (1999), and purchase intentions
three items adapted from Swinyard (1993). Finally, the questionnaire also

included several demographic questions.

4.5.3 Data collection and sample profile

In order to collect our data, we started a new discussion thread in the
above-described virtual community for technical service support, containing a
short invitation to participate and a link to our online guestionnaire. The link
guided the potential respondent to an introduction page which explained the
purpose of the study more elaborately. In total, we received 203 usable
questionnaires. Our respondents are predominantly male, work in the IT
industry, and live in 33 differant countries. Furthermore, on average, they spend
slightly more than 5 hours per week in the virtual community, and are members

since more than one year.

4.5.4 Measurement model results

We conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using LISREL version
8.70 (J6reskog and Sérbom 1999) on all latent constructs in order to evaluate
the psychometric properties of our scales. Two ltems were deleted from the
analysis due to factor loadings below 0.65. One of these items ("I participate in
the online technical support community discussion about technical matters”) was
part of the informational civic virtue scale; the other one was part of the social
helping scale ("I voluntarily help new members to orient themselves in the online
technical support community”). Overall, the measurement model vielded an
acceptable fit (x* = 815.91 (515 df); RMSEA = 0.054; NNFI = 0.97; CFI = 0.98),
even though the chi-square statistic is significant due to its sensitivity to sample

size. To assess the convergent validity of our scales, we inspected the individual
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itern loadings, composite reliability, and average variance extracted. All items
loaded significantly on their respective constructs (t > 9) and were substantial in
size (> 0.65). Furthermore, all compesite reliabilities exceed the recommended
cut-off walue of 0.70, and the awverage wvarlances extracted exceed the
recommended cut-off value of 0.50 (Fornell and Larcker 1981; Nunally and
Bernstein 1994). Appendix C presents a list of the individual scale items and
their corresponding loadings and t-values.

Mext, we assessed discriminant wvalidity using two different methods. First,
we compared the sguare root of the average variance extracted to the
correlation between two latent constructs (Fornell and Larcker 1981).
Discriminant validity is supported when the square root of the average variance
extracted exceeds this correlation, which was the case for all possible pairs of
constructs. Second, again for each pair of constructs, we compared the chi-
square statistic of a measurement model constraining the correlation to unity to
a baseline model without this constraint. Again, all measures achieved
discriminant validity, as the chi-square statistic of the constrained model was in
each case significantly greater than that of the free model, indicating that the
free model has a better fit to the data (Anderson and Gerbing 1988). The
composite reliabilities and average variances extracted of all constructs, as well

as the correlation matrix, are summarized in table 4.1.

Table 4.1: Composite Reliability, Average Variance Extracted, and Correlations

| CRX*® | AVE | IMS | SMS v 5V ICIV IH SCIV | SH MCI | PUR
IMS 0.93 | 0.77 | 0.88
SMS | 0.96 | 0.85 | 0.35 | 0.92
vV 0.90 | 0.76 | 0.52 | 0.25 | 0.87
SV 0.82 | 0.60 | 0.30 | 0.49 | 0.30 | 0.78
ICIV | 0.87 | 0,69 | 0.29 | 0.39 | 0.43 | 0.35 | 0.83
IH 0.86 | 0.60 | 0.38 | 0.38 | 0.49 | 0.33. 1 0.69 | 0.78
SCIv | 0.92 | 0.74 | 0.21 | 0.32 | 0.23 | D.41 | 0.46 | 0.41 | 0.86
SH 0.92 | 0.79 | 0.18 | 0.29 | 0.0B | 0.42 | 0.38 | 0.43 | 0.60 | 0.89
MCI 0.95 | 0,82 )| 0.39 | 0.32 | 0.25 | 0.27 | 0.38 | 0.40 | 0.39 | 0.36 | 0.91
PUR 0.92 0.79 | 0,38 | 0.28 | 0,52 | 0.15 | 0,28 | 0.28 | 0.18 | 0.07 | 0.47 | 0.89
*Numbers shown in bold on the diagonal dencte the square root of the AVE

**CR = Composite Reliability; AVE = Average Variance Extracted: IMS = Informational Member
Supportiveness; SMS = Social Member Supportiveness; IV = Informational Value; SV = Social

Value; ICIV = Informational Civic Virtue; IH = Informational Helping; SCIV = Social Civic Virtue;
SH = Social Helping; MCI = Membership Continuance Intentions; PUR = Purchase Intentions
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All of our data were collected through self-reports because the constructs
investigated would not be readily evident to an alternative rating source
(Bettencourt, Meuter and Gwinner 2001). As a result, the information on
independent and dependent variables was provided by the same respondent,
which could lead to common method variance. We conducted Harman's one-
factor test as recommended by Podsakoff and Organ (1986) to address this
potential problem. We performed a principal component factor analysis on all
constructs and examined the unrotated factor solution. Ten factors with
eigenvalues over one emerged, accounting for 81% of the total variance. The
first factor explained only 32% of the total variance. Thus, we can conclude that

common method variance does not seem to pose a problem in the data.

4.5.5 Structural model results

We then estimated a full structural model to examine the hypothesized
relationships between our constructs. The model achieved an acceptable fit (x* =
947.75 (544 df); RMSEA = 0.061; NNFI = 0.97; CFI = 0.97), even though the
chi-square statistic is still significant due to its sensitivity to sample size.

The first set of hypotheses proposes a positive influence of informational
and social supportiveness of the virtual community members on the overall
informational and social value of the community. In support for hypotheses la
and 2a, we find that informational supportiveness strongly impacts informational
value (B = 0.50; t-value = 6.36), and to a lesser extent social value (§ = 0.18, t-
value = 2.45). Social supportiveness significantly influences social value (B =
0.49: t-value = 5.77), but not informational value (B = 0.09; t-value = 1.26).
Hence, we can confirm hypothesis 1b, but not hypothesis 2b.

Mext, we examined the influence of wvalue on VCCB. VCCB is
conceptualized as a second-order construct consisting of the dimensions helping
and civic virtue in order to capture the shared variance reflected in these
underlying dimensions., All four dimensions loaded significantly on their
respective construct (informational civic virtue: B8 = 0.89, t-value = fixed to
1.00; informational helping: B = 0.90; t-value = 8.23; social civic virtue: B =

0.81, t-value = fixed to 1.00; and social heiping: B = 0.80; t-value = 6.77). As
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expected, informational value has a positive effect on informational VCCB (B =
0.46: t-value = 5,87), supporting hypothesis 3a. The cross-over effect on social
VCCB, however, is not significant (B8 = -0.04; t-value = -0.52). Consequently, we
have to reject hypothesis 4a. Social value, on the other hand, significantly
influences both social VCCB (B = 0.64; t-value = 5.65) and informational VCCB
(B = 0.42; t-value = 5.00). Hence, we find support for hypotheses 3b and 4b.
Finally, both types of informational and social VCCB significantly impact
membership continuance intentions (B = 0.29; t-value = 3.67; and 8 = 0.36; t-
value = 4.13, respectively), confirming hypotheses 5a and 5b. Membership
continuance intentions, in turn, predict purchase intentions (B8 = 0.51; t-value =
7.45), which provides support for hypothesis 6. Figure 4.3 provides a graphical

summary of these findings.

Figure 4.3: Results
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4.6 Discussion

4.6.1 Theoretical implications

In the current research, we investigated the phenomenon of customers
providing service to other customers in the context of virtual communities for
service support. This investigation extends existing theory regarding customer
participation in service settings. Specifically, we extend Meuter and Bitner's
{1998) continuum by adding community production. Community production
describes a service delivery setting in which customers do not only seek to
satisfy their individual service needs, but also the service needs of the collective.
The addition of the collective dimension to the existing literature on customer
participation really is the primary focus of this study. As customers take over the
functions of service employees to satisfy the service needs of the collective,
virtual community citizenship behavior (VCCB) is demonstrated. VCCB goes
beyond the traditional customer role requirements by benefiting other customers
as well as the company that sponsors the virtual community. Drawing on
literature on interpersonal support, social exchange, and employee motivation,
we developed a conceptual framework that identifies the antecedents and
marketing consequences of VCCB. We found empirical support for most
hypothesized relationships in a sample of 203 members of a virtual community
for technical service support.

From a customer perspective, the attraction of service-oriented virtual
communities is two-fold. Most importantly, customers gain access to a wide
variety of information shared by other customers, Moreover, the virtual
community provides a social environment in which customers can meet and
develop social relations with like-minded others. We were particularly interested
in the unique effects of these informational and social processes on customer
behavior and intentions. Our results confirm that the perceived informational and
social supportiveness of other virtual community members is crucial to the value
of the community. The informational supportiveness plays a particularly
important role, as it not only influences informational value, but also social value.
Thus, we can conclude that all types of interactions are perceived as social by the

virtual community members, even the act of pure information sharing. Social
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supportiveness, on the other hand, only contributes to the perceived social value
of the virtual community. This suggests that virtual community members clearly
differentiate between the two benefits they receive from their membership.
Feeling respected and a part of the group (social supportiveness) apparently
does not compensate for specific information needs.

Furthermore, we find that, in line with social exchange theory, the
perceived value of the virtual community elicits VCCB, as customers feel they
have to return the support received from others. Social VCCB is only motivated
by social wvalue, while informational VCCB is strongly predicted by both
informational and social value. This finding allows interesting insights into the
mechanisms that govern the behavior in virtual communities. The usefulness of
the obtained infermation prompts a customer to help other customers only with
their technical problems, thus purely focusing on the utilitarian or task-oriented
interaction in the wvirtual community. The feeling of group affiliation and
camaraderie, on the other hand, creates a social environment which strongly
motivates dialogue and helping behavior, regardiess of whether the exchange is
informational or social in nature. We thus find support for Kreijns et al.’s (2004)
speculation that knowledge exchange is facilitated through a “sound social space”
(p. 156), especially in online environments.

Another main objective of our study was to identify the so far unknown
marketing implications of the decision to “outsource” the service support function
to customers in a virtual cormmmunity. We based our hypotheses on evidence from
the customer participation and employee motivation literature {e.g., Chen, Hui
and Sego 1998; Risch Rodie and Schultz Kleine 2000) that customer participation
and citizenship behavior can lead to loyalty. As customers invest time and effort
to actively participate and help others in a service-oriented virtual community,
they have a reason to stay and benefit from the positive environment that they
have shaped. We can empirically conclude that both types of VCCB indeed lead
to loyalty to the virtual community as reflected in membership continuance
intentions. In addition, we found a strong relationship between membership
continuance intentions and purchase intentions. Customers must remain users of
the products or services discussed in the virtual community to make membership

meaningful. Thus, the virtual community increases the purchase intentions of its
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members. These findings demonstrate that customer-to-customer service

behavior in a communal environment can lead to very positive marketing
gutcomes.

4.6.2 Managerial implications

Our findings have several impartant implications for companies hoping to
benefit from virtual communities of service support, First of all, we can conclude
that customers are willing to participate and serve other customer in a virtual
community, if their supportive behavior is reciprocated. The perceived value of
the community is totally dependent on the input of the customers themselves,
While the sponsoring company cannot directly control this behavior, it can
contribute to the creation of an environment that is conducive to supportive
behavior. The best way to achieve this is through paying careful attention to the
feedback that the community members provide. For example, the layout and
technical functionalities of the community’'s website have to correspond to the
customers’ needs. This coupled with discrete moderation by the sponsoring firm
should ensure the smooth functioning of the community.

Moreover, it is interesting to point out again that all interaction, even pure
information exchange, is perceived as social and contributes to the building of a
sound social space, which in turn encourages active participation and helping.
This finding suggests that even in virtual communities with a strong focus on
information and knowledge sharing, social interaction is extremely important to
the functioning of the community. Consequently, instead of trying to oppress
social talk, companies sponsoring a virtual community should allow and
encourage its customers to converse freely about social matters.

Another important conclusion is that the necessary active participation of
customers is not perceived negatively and on the contrary even leads to positive
outcomes. In addition to serving as a tool for service cost reduction, virtual
communities ultimately have the potential to increase revenues through higher
purchase intentions of community members. Thus, it is important for companies
to recognize the strategic importance of virtual communities for service support

in their overall service strategy and make sure to carefully manage them.
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The most important message to companies is that they can leverage their
customers as productive resolirces in virtual communities for service support and
enjoy the resulting benefits, as long as they do not forget that these virtual

communities first and foremost have to provide value to their customers.

4,6.3 Limitations and future research guidelines

Despite the interesting insights that our study offers, we have to
acknowledge the limitations of this research. First of all, we collected data only at
one point in time, therefore, our study suffers from the common limitations of
cross-sectional fleld research, including the inability to make causal inferences.
Due to the nature of the constructs we investigated, we had to use self-reported
measures which might introduce problems of common-method variance. Even
though Harman's one-factor test indicated that common-method variance is not
causing severe problems in our data, we have to interpret our results with
caution,

Second, we only studied one virtual community which provides a specific,
albeit relatively common, service: technical support. While we believe that our
findings will generally hold in non-technical service-oriented communities, such
as LUGNET™, the specific importance of social interaction versus Information
exchange might be affected. Also, our specific respondent group of IT
professionals might introduce a bias, as these knowledge workers have to look
beyond their organizational boundaries for information and might therefore
attribute more value and interest to a virtual community for technical service
support than other customer groups. Thus, it would be worthwhile to investigate
different types of virtual communities for service support to see whether our
results can be replicated.

Third, we have focused our investigation of the marketing consequences of
VCCB on only two variables: membership continuance intentions and purchase
Intentions. An interesting avenue for future research might be to investigate
whether VCCB also has an influence on other important marketing variables,
such as perceived service quality and satisfaction. On a similar note, an

examination of the impact of VCCB on online and offline word-of-mouth behavior
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might also offer further insights into the consequences of this interesting
phenomenon.

Finally, due to owur focus on the informational and social processes
operating in the virtual community, we have not considered any situational or
personality variables that might exert direct of moderating effects on our
constructs and relationships. An interesting situational variable in the context of
virtual communities for service support would be work-based support
{Wiesenfeld, Raghuram and Garud 2001), as it provides an indication to the
extent a customer Is integrated in her/his work place and has to rely on external
sources of information, such as a virtual community. Moreover,; two personality
variables seem relevant in our research context. Online Interaction propensity,
which refers to the general tendency of an individual to converse online, has
been shown to affect online communication behavior. Furthermore, some
customers might engage in online information exchange to get a positive
reaction that builds their self-esteem. Hence, need for recognition {Ruch and
Hehl 1993) might be another variable worthwhile investigating in future

research.
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5.1 Synopsis

More than two millennia ago, Cicero declared that "we were born to unite
with our fellow men, and to join in community with the human race” (106-43
BC). His quote seems more appropriate than ever in today's networked
economy, which allows people from all over the globe to join in “virtual”
community, free of time and space restrictions. In these virtual communities,
people meet online to chat, argue, and exchange information about a topic they
are strongly interested in. The tremendous growth and popularity of virtual
communities soon triggered the interest of marketers and resulted in the
proliferation of commercial virtual communities, which are company-sponsored
communities of customers. These commercial virtual communities were the focus
of this dissertation. More specifically, research in marketing and related fields
has so far neglected the important question of what motivates different customer
behaviors in these communities. Therefore, the central research question of this

dissertation was:

What are the different types of customer behavior in commercial virtual

communities, the motivations of this behavior, and its marketing consequences?

This central research question was addressed in three empirical studies.
Each study was described in one chapter of the dissertation. The first study,
conducted in the context of a virtual brand community, investigated the main
question of why customers join such a community in the first place, and how
exactly they derive that decision. Based on value theory, we identified the
expected costs and benefits of virtual community membership and found that
they are traded off sequentially rather than simultaneously in order to make an
overall value judgment. This final value judgment, in turn, was also impacted by
enthusiasm for the brand community.

The third chapter described study 2, in which we attempted to explain the
“kindness of strangers” - the active and helpful behavior of customers,
conceptualized as virtual community citizenship behavior. This study was

conducted in a virtual community for service support. We found that norm theory
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could be extended to the context of virtual communities, and that especially
social, but also personal norms have a strong influence on active participation
and helping behavior. This behavior is also strongly predicted by a customer’s
ordine interaction propensity. Surprisingly, sportsmanship, the tolerance of
imperfections of the virtual community, could not be explained by any of the
study variables and does not seem to be very important in the context of
commercial virtual communities.

Finalty, chapter 4 described the last study, in which we investigated the
unigque influence of the exchange processes of informational resources and social
resgurces between community members on virtual community citizenship
behavior. Again, we studied a virtual community for service support. One of the
most interesting findings is that any type of interaction, even if it purely focuses
on information exchange, contributes to the perceived social value of the
community, Conversely, the social value is very important in motivating any kind
of active participation and helping behavior, no matter whether this behavior is
focused on social support or informational support. Furthermore, we also learned
that virtual community citizenship behavior has very positive marketing
outcomes, as it leads to sustained community membership and eventually to
heightened purchase intentions.

Overall, this dissertation focused on three types of customer behavior: {1)
joining the commercial virtual community, (2) being an active and helpful
participant, and (3) continuing being a member in the virtual community. The
remainder of this chapter provides an integrated perspective on customer
behavior in commercial virtual communities by detailing the theoretical and
practical implications of the three studies for each customer behavior. Finally, the
chapter concludes with general suggestions for future research in the field of

commercial virtual communities.

5.2 Joining the Commercial Virtual Community
A commercial virtual community benefits from network effects (at least
until a point of saturation), which means that the more members join, the more

diverse knowledge will be contributed and the more informational and soclal
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resources will be created, which in turn advantages all members. Hence, it is
important for the success of a commercial virtual community to continuously
attract new members, Behavioral intentions, such as the intention to join a
virtual community, have been successfully predicted by value theory. The
expected benefits and costs of community membership are traded off in order to
derive an overall value judgment. The more positive this overall evaluation, the
higher are the intentions to join. We have studied this value formation process in
a virtual brand community built around an automotive brand. Highly interactive
and experiential electronic services, such as a virtual brand community, reguire
the active participation of customers to register for the community and learn how
to correctly use the technological interface, as well as the implicit rules of
communication specific to every virtual community. This initial joining process
requires cognitive effort from the customer, which constitutes the most
important cost of joining. The expected benefits of virtual community
membership, on the other hand, are the access to a formidable information
source (informational benefit), and the affiliation with like-minded others (social
benefit). In contrast to traditional value theory, which models value as a
simultaneous weighing of costs and benefits, we find that the cost-benefit
tradeoff in the context of a virtual brand community follows a sequential process.
Customers first have to expend the cognitive effort necessary to join before they
can enjoy the informational and social benefits of the virtual community. We
show that such a sequential trade-off process is best represented by a mediated
model, in which costs exert a direct negative impact on benefits while only
indirectly affecting value. This implies that the expected cognitive effort to join -
which might be considered as a minor cost by managers, since it is non-
monetary - can actually form an important barrier to trial. It is therefore
Imperative to minimize initial entry barriers for potential new virtual community
members. Furthermore, enthusiasm for the brand community, which is reflected
in the level of brand-specific opinion leadership and information seeking of
customers, as well as their level of social identification with other users of the
brand, has an important positive impact on the expected overall value of the

virtual brand community and hence the likelihood to join. Thus, a company

-
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sponsaring a brand community should identify these enthusiastic customers and

promote the virtual brand community among them.

5.3 Being Active and Helpful in the Commercial Virtual Community

5.3.1 Virtual community citizenship behavior

Once a customer has joined the commercial virtual community, s/he gains
access to the informational and social resources that are exchanged between
community members. Many virtual communities suffer from a free-rider problem,
as the majority of members just consume the content generated by a minority.
Without a critical mass of members who are willing to actively participate and
help others in the virtual community, and as such contribute to the generation of
the community’s resources, the content of the community will become outdated
and lose its attraction to current and future members. Since customers are
contributing to the communal resources by helping and solving the problems of
other customers in commercial virtual communities, they are functioning as
“partial employees” of the company that sponsors the community., This Is
especially true in virtual communities for technical service support, which form
the research context for the studies investigating this customer behavior. Hence,
we draw on the organizational literature on employee motivation and introduce
the concept of virtual community citizenship behavior (WCCB) to capture this
important active and helpful behavior that benefits other customers. Initially, we
defined VCCB in line with Podsakoff et al. (1997) as being reflected in the
dimensions helping, civic virtue (active contribution), and sportsmanship
{tolerance of minor imperfections). We find, however, that the last dimension,
sportsmanship, does not play an important role in virtual communities. The
explanation for this may be that VCCB is an active, interpersonal behavior
oriented toward other customers, whereas sportsmanship is directed at the

whole virtual community and does not necessitate active behavior.

-
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5.3.2 Social exchange and normative influences

In order to explain the “kindness of strangers” in commercial virtual
communities and answer the question of why customers engage in VCCB, we
apply two interrelated theoretical frameworks to the context of commercial
virtual communities: social exchange theory and norm theory. Social exchange
theory proposes that people engage in voluntary actions (such as helping) for
two reasons: in order to create a debt with the beneficiary of these actions, or
reduce a debt previously incurred. Hence, if a customer’s problem is solved by
another customer in a virtual community, s/he has become indebted to the
community and “owes a favor.” The desire to alleviate this debt will motivate this
customer to return the help received the next time s/he reads a posted problem
in the community to which s/he knows the answer. While the exact nature of the
favors that people exchange is not specified, they are expected to be of equal
value. Therefore, if customers perceive the value of social and informational
resources they receive in the virtual community as high, they feel more
compelled to engage in VCCB in order to “give back” to the community. Our
studies show indeed that the informational and social value of the virtual
community, which is created through the supportive contributions of community
members, is the most important driver of VCCB. From a managerial perspective,
it is conseguently very important to ensure that the quality of the member
contributions is perceived as valuable. Even though companies cannot control the
behavior of their community's members, they can try to influence it. Valuable
contributions, for example, can be supported through a “point reward system,”
with which members recognize each other’s contributions and gain status and
esteem within the community the more points they receive. Furthermore, the
perceived value of the communal resources can also be enhanced by actively
recruiting experts to the virtual community who are likely to add valuable
content.

The need to alleviate the debt one incurs when receiving help, as
described previously, can be explained by norm theory. Norms govern behavior
by specifying expectations about how a person ought to behave, and these
expectations are enforced through rewards (being recognized, feeling good about

oneself) or sanctions (being ignored, feeling guilty) by either the social group or
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the self. According to the social norm of reciprocity, people should reciprocate
the help they have received from others. In a commercial virtual community, all
interactions are textual and therefore visible to the social group, which increases
the pressure on members to conform to the norm and return help. Furthermore,
if the norm of reciprocity is internalized, it becomes a personal norm that
expresses itself in a feeling of moral obligation to return the help received from
other community members. As such, the social norm of reciprocity and the
personal norm of obligation are the mechanism through which the social
exchange process operates. Social exchange, In turn, energizes the beneficial
WCCB that customers demonstrate in commercial virtual communities. Our
studies show that while both social and personal norms are essential, the norm
of reciprocity is especially important in initiating both active participation and
helping. As mentioned above, this finding can be explained with the textual
nature of the exchanges taking place in the virtual community, which makes all
contributions of all members visible to the whole community. It is therefore
reasonable that the social pressure to engage in beneficial citizenship behavior is
higher in commercial virtual communities than the personal pressure. Hence,
contrary to previous research, we find that normative influences do play an
important role online. One way to actively support the awareness of the specific
norms that govern the behavior in a commercial virtual community is the

establishment of a “netiquette” that outlines the desired code of conduct.

5.3.3 Exchange of social versus informational resources

In order to explore the issue of VCCB motivation even further, we
distinguished between social VCCB, aimed at persons, and informational vCeB,
aimed at tasks and problem-solving, and investigated thelr unigue antecedents.
Our results indicate that all forms of interaction, even if solely focused on
information exchange, are perceived to contribute to the social value of the
virtual community, and this social value is the most important driver of both
types of VCCB, also VCCB that is only aimed at problem solving. This result Is
very important in the context of virtual communities for service support, whose

main purpose is information exchange and problem-solving. Even though social
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interaction is not task-focused and might be considered as distracting or even
disruptive by the company that sponsors the virtual community, it is an essential
basis for information exchange and should therefore be not only tolerated, it

should be encouraged.

5.3.4 Online interaction propensity

Finally, since VCCB Is expressed through online interactions between
customers, we also considered the influence of an individual's tendency to
engage in online interactions. Therefore, we introduced and developed an
individual difference variable which we call online interaction propensity, and
examined its impact on VCCB. Qur findings demonstrate that indeed, virtual
community members who are very prone to engage in online interaction display
higher levels of VCCB. As a conseguence, a certain percentage of customers,
those who are not online interaction prone, may newver become actively
participating community members. Identifying the level of online interaction
propensity of customers will help sponsoring companies to better understand the

preferred patterns of interaction in their virtual community.

5.4 Continuing Membership in the Commercial Virtual Community

The final important customer behavior addressed in this dissertation is the
membership continuance in the commerclal virtual community. This behavior
was again examined in the context of a virtual community for service support. To
sustain the critical mass of active and helpful members necessary to generate
valuable content, a sufficient amount of customers must have the intention to
remain a contributor to the virtual community in the future. Our research shows
that these membership continuance intentions are driven by VCCB. Customers
who have actively participated in creating and shaping a valuable and enjoyable
environment in the virtual community want to enjoy the positive outcomes of
this environment, and therefore intend to engage with the commercial virtual
community also in the future. Moreover, as a commercial virtual community is

always built around a commercial activity involving a specific brand, product, or




Conclugion | 89

service, customers who have the intention to prolong their membership are also
likely to purchase more of this brand, product, or service. As Algesheimer et al.
(2005, p. 23) put it in the context of brand communities, “a key marker of
community membership is ongoing purchase and use of the brand.” We fnd that
also in the context of virtual communities for service support, continued
membership has the additional positive marketing consequence of increased

purchase intentions of the sponsoring company’s brands, products, or services.

5.5 A Perspective on Future Research

In addition to the specific future research guidelines provided at the end of
each chapter, this final section outlines several general directions for future
research in marketing regarding commercial virtual communities.

Our last conclusion that continued membership in a commercial virtual
community positively influences purchase intentions touches upon the interesting
question of how commercial virtual community membership influences the offline
behavior of its members. For example, in addition to increasing loyalty to the
sponsoring company and its brands, products, or services, to what extent does
commercial virtual community membership affect word-of-mouth behavior? How
important is the virtual community as a reference group, especially compared to
traditional offline reference groups? The influence of the commercial virtual
community on marketing-related customer activities, such as consumption,
spreading of word-of-mouth, opinlon leadership, etc. is not yet well understood,

Furthermore, this dissertation has highlighted the importance of norms in
governing the behavior of members in virtual communities. While our study
provides interesting first insights into the issue of community management, the
whole problem of virtual community governance is still under-researched. How
do normative expectations form in a newly set-up virtual community? Do they
just reflect the general norms that dictate behavior in the offline world, or are
there specific “online norms” that develop In virtual communities? How are these
norms enforced online? In order to answer these and similar questions, a
different research approach than the one employed In this dissertation might

afford further insights. First of all, a longitudinal approach would have to be
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taken to observe how norms develop over time. In addition, a study on virtual
community governance would benefit from a research method that provides
more depth of information, such as netnography.

A related topic concerns the way customers represent themselves in the
commercial virtual commurniity. Do they intentionally try to create a certain image
or express a certain facet of their personality online, and do they adapt their
postirig behavior and the wording of their posts accordingly? And if so, is this
image correctly perceived by the other community members? How exactly do
commercial virtual community members form opinions about the expertise and
credibllity of their fellow community members in the purely textual online
environment? It is important to study these self-perceptions and perceptions for
other community members in order to understand how the social dynamics of a
commercial virtual community work. From a practical perspective, research into
this area would help indicate which types of technical features companies should
add to the community in order to support its sociability (e.g, member
homepages, point reward systems, icons as visible status symbols, etc.).

Moreover, the research context of commercial virtual communities is
particularly interesting because customers provide service to other customers,
and as such take over traditional employee functions. This implies that
customers are willing to engage in a very active and unusual form of
participation in the service delivery process. The customer as a productive
resource of the company is not yet utilized to its full potential, and marketers
need to understand exactly under which conditions customers are willing to
provide “free labor” to the company and how they can “socialize” the customers
to their specific organizational context in the most efficient way. Furthermore,
customers generate valuable information in virtual communities, and often
discover problems and uses of the sponsoring company’s products that the
company was not even aware of itself. Despite its worth, this important
knowledge accumulated In the commercial virtual community is often not
structurally absorbed and integrated into the sponsoring company’s knowledge
base. Research into the area of how to develop a continuous information flow

between the virtual community and the sponsoring company is still in its infancy.
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Finally, all academic studies to date, including this dissertation, have
studied successful virtual communities. This research has certainly provided
many useful insights into the dynamics and functioning of virtual communities.,
However, important lessons can be learned from commercial virtual community
projects that failed. There is a lack of case studies of unsuccessful commercial
virtual community ventures which could shed light on the reasons for failure,
such as detrimental management decisions. Furthermore, it would be interesting
to examine if the failure of a commercial virtual community negatively affects the

brand image or even the corporate image of the sponsoring company.

5.6 A Final Thought

A powerful technology such as the Internet, which connects millions of
computers and people worldwide, does not come without negative consequences.
However, in today’s environment in which the Internet gets a lot of negative
press due to being misused and abused for criminal and terrorist purposes, it is
important to point once again to one of its most positive aspects: its power to
unite people from all nationalities, backgrounds, and races in “virtual
community.” Even though not motivated by pure selflessness, the “kindness of
strangers” is still dominant online, evidenced by the millions of people who

connect to help and support each other every day.
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Information
Seeking
(CR* = 0.82)

Opinion
Leadership
(CR = 0.8B7)

Social Identity
(CR = 0.93)

Expected
Cognitive Effort
(CR = 0.70)

Expected
Informational
Benefits

(CR = 0.92)

Expected Soclal
Benefits
(CR = 0.85)

Expected Overall
Value
(CR = 0.89)

Intentions to Join

(CR = 0.76)

Appendix A: Scale Items and CFA results for Chapter 2

1 usually gather a lot of information about the X-car.

1 am always on the lookout for more information about the X-
car.

1 am very interested in information about the X-car.

In general, I'm the one who talks about the X-car in my circle
of friends.

I inform my friends about new developments concerning the
X-car.

When 1 talk with my friends about the X-car, I give a great
deal of information.

I feel as a member of the group of X-car drivers.
I feel closely connected to the group of X-car drivers.
I have strong feelings towards the group of X-car drivers.

Likely, it will be uncomplicated to use the X-car community.
(r)

Likely, it will take a lot of effort to use the X-car community.

I believe it will be difficult to learn how the X-car community
works.,

The X-car community will be useful to get information about
the X-car.

The X-car community will enable me to find information about
the X-car more guickly.

With the X-car community, I will have better access to
information about the X-car.

Participating in the X-car community will be entertaining.
Suraly, it will be fun to use the X~car community.

1 believe that it will be nice to get into contact with other
members in the X-car community.

How would you describe your overall evaluation of the X-car
community?

1 think positively about the value of the X-car community.

I believe that the X-car community is a valuable resource.

1If I have the opportunity, I intend to participate in the X-car
community.

It is improbable that I will join the X-car community. (r)

If I need information about the X-car, I will join the X-car
community in order to get it.

0.72

0.79

0.82

0.78

0.85

0.86

0.80

0.96
0.94

0.42

0.73

0.81

0.88

0.91

0.90

0.91
0.94

0.77

0.86

0.89
0.79

0.86
0.57

0.69

*3
13.55
13.89
*)
12.31
17.52
™

22.86
22.37

")

6.85

6.50

*)
25.11

24.87

)
28.49

19.66

™)

22.67
18.88

*)
11.46

14.40

(*) indicates scale item set to “1.00™ to establish the scale.
* CR = Composite reliability




Informational
Value

Social Value

Reciprocity

Obligation

Helping

Clvic virtue

Sportsmanship

Appendix B:

Scale Items and CFA results for Chapter 3

The information provided by the X comimunity is usefiul,
The information provided by the X community is valuable.
The X community is a great way to get answers to X-related
guestions.

There is always someone in the X community who
encourages me when [ am down.

The emotional support of the other members is valuable.
The other members of the X community show understanding
for my concerns.

Helping fellow members is part of being a X comraunity
member,

Members should return favors when the X community is in
need.

When 1 receive help, 1 feel it is only right to give back and
help others.

The principle of give and take is important in the X-
community.

I feel morally obliged to the X community.

I feel obligated to help other members when they are in
need.

It is my duty to return the support previously received in the
X-community.

It is my duty to support other X community members.

I spend time to help other members with X-related
problems.

I adapt my busy schedule to help other X community
members with their problems.

1 assist fellow X community members in finding solutions to
their questions.,

I encourage other members to provide contributions to the
X-community.

1 participate in the X community discussions.

1 frequently present creative solutions to the problems that
arise in the X community.

1 actively participate in the exchange of knowledge for the
benefit of the X community.

I keep up with the latest X-refated developments to make
usefid contributions to the community.

1 toterate minor imperfections in the X community.
1 overlook the negative details of the X community and focus
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0.91
0.86

0.90

0.89
0.94
0.92

0.94

0.89

0.90

0.73
0.92
0.90
0.94
0.91
0.93

0.85

0.84

0.73

11.81

10,08
¥
17.43

18.88

21.80

20.71

21.86

*

14.83

11.20

deleted

)

13.24

12.80

13.52

(*)

21.39

17.56

deleted

)

8.76

on the positive ones instead.
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Online
interaction
propensity

1 accept that not every answer to my gquestions in the X
community Is perfect.

I do riot spend a lot of tirme complaining about trivial matters
in the X comimunity.

I find the idea of belonging to an online discussion group
pleasant.

In general, I like to get involved in online discussions.

1 am someone who enjoys interacting with like-minded
others online.

1 am someone who likes actively participating in online
discussions.

In general, I thoroughly enjoy exchanging ideas with other
people online.

In general, I arn someone who enjoys initiating a dialogue
online.

In general, I am someone who, given the chance, seeks
contact with others online.

I am someone who likes interacting with like-minded others
online,

0.70

deleted

0.78
0.88

0.91

0.92

0.88

0.70

8.61

(=)
14.17

14.91

15.21

14.19

10.66

deleted

deleted

(*) indicates scale item set to “1.00™ to establish the scale.




Informational
Member
Supportiveness

Social Member
Supportiveness

Informational Value

Social Value

Appendix C: Scale Items and CFA resuits for Chapter 4 -

its RMSEA = |
B ption eitem

In the online technical support community,...
..there is always another member from whom I can
obtain quick technical advice.
..there is always another member who can provide a
solution to my technical problems.
.there is at least one member who I really trust in
technical matters.
-1 can always turn to another member for suggestions
on how to deal with a technical problem.

In the online technical support community,...

...the other members express respect for my know-how.
...I feel accepted by the other members.

..the other members value my contributions.

..I feel respected by the other members.

The information provided by the online technical support
community in general is useful.

I can gather valuable information in the online technical
support community in generaf,

The online technical support community is a great place
to get answers to ’technical questions.

The social interaction in the online technical support
community is enjoyable.

Participating in the online technical support comrmunity
provides an important source of camaraderie for me.
The personal support I get from other members in the
online technical support community is valuable.

Informational Virtual Community Citizenship Behavior:

Informational Civic
t Virtue

Informational
Helping

I keep up with the latest technical developments in
order to make useful contributions to the online
technical support community.

1 actively participate in the exchange of knowledge
because it benefits the online technical support
COMmUnity.

I frequently present creative solutions to the technical
problems that arise in the online technical support
community.

I spend time to help other online technical support
community members who have technical problems.

1 adapt my busy schedule to help felfow online technical
support community members with their technical
problems.

1 encourage other online technical support community
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0.87

0.93

0.85

0.86

0.88

0.94

0.92
0.95

0.78

0.92

0.91

0.66

0.86

0.79

0.81

0.86

0.82

0.78

0.77

0.77

=)
19.44
16.28
16.61
*)
21.74

20.63
21.82

)
14.50

14.41

)

9.47

8]

13.60

12.87

*)

11.24

11.28

members to provide technical contributions.
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I assist fellow online technical support community
membpers in  finding solutions to their technical
gquestions.

Social Virtual Cormmunity Citizenship Behavior:

Social Civic Virtue

Social Helping

Membership
Continuance
Intentions

Purchase Intentions

I participate in the online technical support community
discussions that are about a non-technical topic.

i pmwdé suggestions about how the online technical
support community could improve socially.

I freguently present creative suggestions to other
memibers about the appropriate behavior in the online
technical support community.

I keep up with social developments in the online
technical support community.

1 adapt my busy schedule to help fellow online technical
support community members with their personal
problems.

1 encourage online technical support community
members to help other members also with their
personal problems.

I spend time to help other online technical support
community members who have non-technical problems,

I plan to attend the discussions in the online technical
support community in the future,

I will definitely contact members in the online technical
support community again.

I will still spend time in the online technical support
community in the future.

I expect to stay an active member of the online
technical support community also in the future.

I consider purchasing XYZ products and services in the
future.

I plan to use XYZ products and services in the future.

I expect to buy at least one (more} XYZ product or
service sooner or later.

0.79

0.70

0.91

0.89

0.92

0.90

0.93

0.84

0.91

0.86

0.90

0.94

0.92
0.86

0.89

11.48

™

12.28

12.01

12.36

(*)

20.20

16.56

(*)

18.42

20.37

23.19

)

18.00

19.23
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