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Hsiuju Rebecca Yen

Institute of Service Science, National Tsing Hua University,
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Abstract
Purpose – Motivated by situational strength theory and multi-level theory, the purpose of
this paper is to propose a cross-level model to examines whether virtual community citizenship
behaviors (VCCBs) are affected by consumers’ individual differences on reciprocity, other consumers’
collective citizenship behaviors at community-level (members citizenship behaviors, MCBs), and their
interaction effects.
Design/methodology/approach – The research model is tested with a sample of 340 consumers
collected from the 34 virtual communities of consumptions (VCCs). Because consumers are embedded
in communities, the authors employ the hierarchical linear modeling for data analyses.
Findings – The findings reveal positive effects of individual’s prosocial values and community-level
MCBs, and a negative effect of exchange ideology, on VCCBs. There is a significant cross-level moderation
effect of MCBs such that MCBs reduce the negative influence of exchange ideology on VCCBs.
Research limitations/implications – This research suggests that participation in VCCs could be
simultaneously driven by the dispositions to help and to get fair reciprocity, while such effects are
constrained by others’ citizenship behaviors within the VCC. Future research should identify other
contextual factors that could confine or amplify the personality-behavior links in the context of VCCs.
Practical implications – Managers who intend to build a VCC of high co-creation should establish
mechanisms that could facilitate norm of VCCBs. Also, it is crucial to take into account the participants’
dispositions on reciprocity in recruiting community members and developing member portfolio.
Originality/value – This is one of the first studies to offer insights regarding the role of community-
level citizenship behavior as a strong situation to mitigating the influences of individuals’
reciprocity-based dispositions.
Keywords Exchange ideology, Virtual communities of consumptions, Citizenship behaviours,
Prosocial values
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
The advance of internet technology has facilitated the advancement of specialized
consumer knowledge reservoirs in the form of virtual communities of consumption
(VCC). VCCs offer consumers and companies unparalleled platforms for resource
exchange. Consider, for example, how consumers nowadays tap online communities on
a regular basis to read product reviews that help their purchase decisions or to seek
peer-to-peer support for solving problems with product use. Firms may also benefit
from access to the various resources embedded in the communities, such as consumer
reviews of products, ideas for innovation, and a medium for shaping consumer
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attitudes toward their products. Although VCCs may consist of members who do not
visit the communities solely for consumption matters, many VCCs are “implicitly or
explicitly structured around consumption and marketing interests” (Kozinets, 1999,
p. 254). Different from firms’ official websites, content in VCCs is primarily contributed
by their members who take over service functions traditionally provided by the firms’
employees, oftentimes without getting any monetary rewards. For example, VCC
members might volunteer to answer other consumers’ questions regarding particular
products. Thus, active participation of the members is key for VCCs to prosper and
grow (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2002).

In the absence of formal role specifications and control structures, participation from
the VCC members depends highly on their willingness to invest time and attention
(Bateman et al., 2011). Given this, encouraging proactive participation from members
presents unique challenges and opportunities for the operators of consumption-
centered virtual communities because such behaviors in the environment are generally
a matter of volitional choice (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2002). Extant research on VCC
participation has largely focussed on explaining behaviors related to information
sharing (e.g. Wiertz and de Ruyter, 2007; Zhou et al., 2014), new product
co-development (e.g. Brodie et al., 2013), sense of the community (e.g. Chen et al.,
2013), intention for continuous use of the VCC (e.g. Casaló et al., 2010; Jang et al., 2008)
or electronic word-of-mouth (e.g. Abrantes et al., 2013; Chang et al., 2013). These studies
contribute fruitful knowledge but offer little insight into other possible forms of
participative consumer behaviors in the context of VCCs. Recently, scholars have
started to explore virtual community citizenship behaviors (VCCBs) as another form of
participative behaviors conducive to a VCC’s success (e.g. Yen et al., 2011). While the
importance of customer participation in VCCs has led to extensive study of its
antecedents (e.g. Chan and Li, 2010; Wasko and Faraj, 2005), empirical evidence with
respect to the drivers of VCCBs has remained equivocal.

The literature on organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB) suggests that individual
differences in personality traits account for a significant amount of variance in voluntary
behaviors (e.g. Borman et al., 2001). Because VCCs are groups or organizations where
consumers exchange with others for desired benefits they seek from the chosen
communities, one would expect consumers’ engagement in VCCBs to be a function of
their disposition on reciprocity. Although accumulating evidence has demonstrated
the effects of a prosocial orientation on online participation (e.g. Wasko and Faraj,
2005), humans in social exchanges could also be driven by self-interests, or by both
motives (e.g. De Dreu and Nauta, 2009). Researchers to date have not simultaneously
considered the contributions of one’s dispositions to help and to demand fair reciprocity
(i.e. exchange ideology) in explaining consumers’ exhibitions of VCCBs.

VCCBs could also be a response to the environment because personal factors, as well
as situational considerations, guide behaviors (Lewin, 1951). In a service context, other
customers are one of the most salient aspects of social environment to the individual
(e.g. Rosenbaum and Massiah, 2007) because many individual behaviors are strongly
shaped by others’ attitudes and behaviors in the immediate social context (Bandura,
1977; Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). Yet, we know very little about how one consumer’s
VCCBs are influenced by the social context that is defined by the degree to which other
consumers in a particular VCC engage in VCCBs. Previous studies that claim to
have simultaneously examined individual factors and contextual influences are
limited in that their research models and methods did not specify the multi-level
phenomena as intended. For instance, Tsai et al. (2012) examine individual-, group-, and
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relationship-level antecedents of participation in brand communities, but conceptualize
group-level factors (e.g. critical mass of a brand community, identification) at the
individual level; thus, measuring individual perceptions rather than group-level
phenomena. To address this shortcoming, we conceptualize other community
members’ VCCBs as an aggregate construct manifested at the community level,
namely member citizenship behaviors (MCBs), and examine whether it predicts
individual-level VCCBs beyond the explanatory power of individual differences.

Finally, individual differences and social context are inherently inseparable and
interact to impact individual behaviors (Lewin, 1951). The situational strength theory
(Mischel, 1977) argues that personality traits may have less power in predicting
individual behaviors when the situation provides strong cues for responses.
No previous work on VCCs has featured the cross-level interaction effects between
individual differences and community-level social factors (i.e. MCBs). To address these
research issues, this study develops a multi-level framework to delineate how
individual differences and a community-level contextual factor (i.e. MCBs) jointly
explain individual-level VCCBs. The model was tested with 340 subjects from 34 VCCs
using hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) (Bryk and Raudenbush, 1992). The remainder
of this paper is organized as follows. We present theoretical background, hypothesis
development, and research model in Section 2. After we detail our methodology in
Section 3, we report important results in Section 4. The final section of the paper
discusses the implications for researchers and practitioners, limitations of the results,
and directions for future research.

2. Theoretical background and hypothesis development
2.1 Virtual community and VCCB
Virtual communities are defined as “social aggregations that emerge from the internet
when enough people carry on public discussions long enough, with sufficient human
feeling, to form webs of personal relationships in cyberspace” (Rheingold, 1993, p. 5).
The availability of new communication technology changes how people form social
communities, making virtual communities an increasingly prominent context for
interpersonal exchange. A review of the literature (e.g. Hagel and Armstrong, 1997;
Henri and Pudelko, 2003) suggests that several types of virtual communities have
emerged depending on the objectives pursued by participants. Communities of interest
are formed by individuals around a topic of common interest. For example, the
Backpacker (www.backpackers.com.tw/forum/) offers consumers an easy access to
trusted advice from peer travelers and to explore a wide variety of travel choices.
Communities of transaction focus on the share of information to facilitate economic
exchanges. The Wine.com (www.wine.com), for example, is a retailers’ websites where
consumers can purchase a wide range of wines and search information pertaining to
wines. Communities of relationships, essentially built on relationships, emphasize
connections among people who might share similar experiences, concerns, and issues.
Facebook (www.facebook.com) is one of the largest Social Networking Sites that allows
individuals to form relationships for sharing life and experiences. Community of
practice, widely used as a knowledge management tool, refer to “group of people who
share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their
knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” (Wenger et al.,
2002, p. 4). Microsoft community (https://answers.microsoft.com) represents a typical
case as it provides participants the opportunity to share the same working conditions
and reinforce their professional identity. In this study, we focus on VCCs, such as
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internet forums and bulletin boards, centered on travel and tourism activities, which
are a type of communities of interest.

As more and more consumers gather online with similar others to exchange product
information and support each other, many online groups have evolved into the form of
VCCs. VCCs are “affiliative groups whose online interactions are based upon a shared
enthusiasm for, and knowledge of, a specific consumption activity or related group of
activities” (Kozinets, 1999, p. 254). In VCCs, some participants voluntarily invest their
time and effort solving fellow customers’ problems, thus acting like “partial employees”
of the VCCs. For example, other than reading and generating relevant content,
consumers may volunteer to answer questions, to recommend the VCC to others, or to
provide feedback for operation improvement. As consumers engage in roles, such as
promoter, consultant, and service provider, to preserve, support, and improve the
welfare of the VCCs, they exhibit VCCBs.

VCCBs refer to discretionary effort directed toward preserving, supporting, and
improving the online community (Yen et al., 2011), consisting of four behavioral
dimensions: recommendation (loyalty), helping others (participation), providing
feedback (cooperation), and sportsmanship. In conceptualizing VCCBs, we adapt
three dimensions suggested by the OCB theory (Organ, 1988; Van Dyne et al., 1994)
and customer voluntary performance (Bettencourt, 1997): loyalty, participation, and
cooperation. In addition, given that “less-than-ideal circumstances” may arise from
using VCCs and/or interaction among community members (Wiertz and de Ruyter,
2007), we include another form of citizenship behavior – “sportsmanship” – as another
way that consumers can assist VCCs. Recommendation, reflecting one’s loyalty to the
VCCs, refers to the behavior of spreading positive word-of-mouth to promote the VCCs
to others. Positive word-of-mouth helps the vitality of the VCCs by developing a
positive image and recruiting new members. Helping others reflects consumers taking
on a human resources role in the community to help other users by, for example,
answering questions, thus signaling one’s participation in the VCCs. Providing
feedback denotes the role of consultant that consumers assume in VCCs. Consumers
exhibit their cooperation with the VCCs by showing their care for the community and
offering constructive suggestions for improvement to operators. Finally,
sportsmanship refers to consumers’ willingness, for the harmony of a VCC, to
withstand undesirable circumstances without complaining.

2.2 Individual-level antecedents of VCCBs: prosocial values and exchange ideology
While most research on the causes of OCB, explicitly or implicitly, assume that OCB is a
reaction to the individual’s perceptions of his/her job or the organization for which he or
she works, some researchers have argued that people may choose to undertake OCB for
personal reasons. This argument, based on the assumption that much of human
behavior is motivated by a person’s goals and needs, states that individuals engage in
OCB because such behaviors meet certain needs or satisfy one or more motives for the
individuals. Research also reveals that individual differences on personality traits
account for significant amounts of variance in citizenship behaviors (e.g. Borman et al.,
2001) whereas the effects would be particularly influential in situations that are
unstructured. VCCs are typically ill-defined and unstructured situations in which
individuals’ participative behaviors are not prescribed by rules and procedures
(Bateman et al., 2011). Rather, engagement in VCCBs could be more an expression of
how individuals actually are, thus making understanding individual differences on
social exchange motives important to manage such behaviors.
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During interpersonal exchanges, people follow several “exchange rules” to guide
their choices made in an exchange relation. Among these rules, reciprocity is probably
the best known and is often considered as a human universal (Cropanzano and
Mitchell, 2005). However, individuals differ in the degree they endorse reciprocity
(Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005) and may be motivated by concern with their
self-interests or/and concern for others during social interaction. Although it has been
assumed that the two orientations represent the end points of a bipolar continuum
(Meglino and Korsgaard, 2007), other researchers argue that self-concern and
other-orientation are orthogonal and independent (De Dreu and Nauta, 2009). That is,
both self-concern and other-orientation, or either one, can drive someone in an exchange
relation. The review leads us to propose two individual difference variables as
individual-level predictors of VCCBs (see Figure 1).

The first predictor, prosocial values, represents an enduring disposition focussing
on “the need to be a helpful individual and the need to be accepted and to interact
smoothly with one’s peer” (Rioux and Penner, 2001). In an attempt to develop a measure
of motives for OCB, Rioux and Penner (2001) found that prosocial values strongly and
positively correlate with OCBs directed at one’s colleagues in an organizational setting.
Likewise, research findings indicate that employees who are less individualistic and
show concern for others have a greater tendency to engage in OCBs (e.g. Moorman
and Blakely, 1995). A growing body of empirical studies with online communities as the
research setting also support the notion that concern for others is one of the primary
factors leading to individuals’ knowledge-sharing and helping behaviors (e.g. Hars and
Ou, 2002; Wasko and Faraj, 2000). Taken together, these studies converge on the notion
that prosocial values, the desire to enhance the welfare of other members in the
community, should inspire individuals to exhibit VCCBs. Thus, we propose
the following hypothesis:

H1. Prosocial values are positively related to an individual’s VCCBs.

Participation in VCCs could also be contingent on concern about individual input and
outcomes. According to social exchange theory, interactions that generate obligations are
normally interdependent and contingent on the actions of others. Rooted in this notion,
exchange ideology has emerged to become an important individual difference that
explains individuals’ perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors related to reciprocity during
interpersonal exchange processes (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005; Takeuchi et al., 2011).

Community Level

Individual Level

Member Citizenship Behaviors (MCBs)
Helping Others

Exchange Ideology
Recommendation
Helping Others
Providing Feedback
Sportsmanship

Prosocial Values

Control Variable: Social Desirability

Virtual Community Citizenship Behaviors (VCCBs)

Providing Feedback
Sportsmanship

H3 (+)

H5 (+)
H4 (+)

H1 (–)

H2 (+)

Figure 1.
A multi-level model

of virtual community
citizenship

behaviors (VCCBs)
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In research of workplace behavior, exchange ideology captures “the strength of an
employee’s belief that work effort should depend on treatment by the organization”
(Eisenberger et al., 1986, p. 503). Individuals with a strong exchange ideology will more
carefully track obligations (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005) and be more concerned if
they are being taken advantage of (Molm et al., 2003). On the contrary, individuals with
low exchange orientation are less likely to care if exchanges are not reciprocated
(Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Within organizational settings, exchange ideology is
negatively correlated with individuals’ felt obligation to the organization and
leader-member exchange (Takeuchi et al., 2011), and moderates the relationship
between organizational commitment and procedural justice (e.g. Witt et al., 2001).

As is found in a wide range of settings, some participants in VCCs supply more than
their fair share of pooled resources while others take advantage of public goods without
contributing anything in return (Wasko and Faraj, 2005). Thus, social loafing is almost
inevitable in VCCs, which may de-motivate participation by individuals who care if
their exchanges are not reciprocated, thus making exchange ideology a crucial
individual difference for understanding and managing VCCBs. Although studies have
reported that intention to reciprocate is a critical motive for online articulation and
helping behaviors (Chan and Li, 2010), no existing research has examined how
exchange ideology may influence an individual in performing citizenship behaviors in
VCCs. As Organ (1988) noted, people tend to engage in OCB when they perceive their
social exchange relationships as being fair. The perceived fairness of an exchange is
likely to be lower for the consumers with a high exchange ideology because such an
orientation tends to trigger a self-serving bias and lead individuals to focus more on
what they receive than what they give (Molm et al., 2003). Because exchange ideology is
also associated with negativity bias (Takeuchi et al., 2011), people high in this
propensity will be inclined to more negatively view social loafing problems in the VCC.
Taken together, participants with a high exchange ideology should feel less obliged to
the VCC and its other members, vs those with a weak exchange ideology, thus resulting
in a lower probability of exhibiting VCCBs. These arguments lead to the following:

H2. Exchange ideology is negatively related to an individual’s VCCBs.

2.3 Community-level antecedent of VCCBs: MCBs
When consumers visit a VCC, they share with other consumers the community context
that determines their participation in the shared environment. Social scientists
(Bandura, 1977; Wood and Bandura, 1989) believe that people learn by modeling others’
behaviors in various contexts. In VCCs, other members represent a major source of
social learning about “correct” or desirable behaviors as they undertake and participate
in various activities within the shared context. Thus, this study identifies
MCBs, defined as citizenship behaviors exhibited by other members in a VCC, as a
community-level antecedent of individuals’ VCCBs. As a community-level variable,
MCBs capture members’ collective perceptions of VCCBs exhibited by other members
as a whole in the shared VCC. Although the measure of others’ citizenship behaviors
has its origin at the individual level of analysis (e.g. Tepper et al., 2004), this research
conceives MCBs as a shared property emerging from individuals’ perceptions, through
social interaction and exchange among members within the same VCC, and manifest at
the community level (Kozlowski and Klein, 2000). Through social interactions,
participants of the same VCC are likely to experience the same contextual
characteristics, such as other members’ VCCBs, which lead them to possess shared

694

INTR
26,3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 T

A
SH

K
E

N
T

 U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 O
F 

IN
FO

R
M

A
T

IO
N

 T
E

C
H

N
O

L
O

G
IE

S 
A

t 2
0:

26
 0

9 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
16

 (
PT

)



information and form a common perception regarding MCBs exhibited by community
members as a whole. As predicted by social learning theory, individuals look to others
in the shared context as models of behavior to learn what behaviors are appropriate
and inappropriate (Wood and Bandura, 1989). Social information-processing theory
(Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978), which emphasizes how attitudinal views are transmitted
within a social context, also supports this argument. Given that VCCBs are
discretionary and not enforced in the community, the theory would predict that VCC
members seek information embedded in their social context (i.e. MCBs) as referents to
help them interpret and form their attitudes (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1978). Based on the
two theories, when the level of MCBs is high, participants may come to learn that
performing citizenship behaviors is desirable in the VCC, ultimately resulting in a high
level of individual VCCBs. Therefore, we pose the following hypothesis:

H3. Community-level MCBs are positively related to individual’s VCCBs.

2.4 MCBs as a cross-level moderator
Next, we propose that MCBs at the community-level may determine the extent of
influence exerted by reciprocity-related orientations on individual’s VCCBs. To that
end, Peters and O’Connor (1980) point out that the link between individual differences
and work performance is constrained or boosted by contextual factors. Highlighting
the importance of situational constraints, Mischel (1977) argues that strong situations
will constrain the range of behaviors a person is able to or willing to undertake because
expectations regarding desirable behavior are rather clear and homogeneous. On the
contrary, weak situations that lack normative expectations about behaviors leave a
person more discretion to decide on the behaviors in which to engage. Thus, individual
differences are more likely to determine behavior in weak situations than in strong
situations. Research in laboratory settings (e.g. Beaty et al., 2001) and field settings
(e.g. Meyer et al., 2014) has provided supportive evidence for this argument. Given that
VCC participants rely on cues received from the community to develop expectations
about their behavior and its consequences, the theory of situational strength is readily
applicable here to determine how community-level MCBs may interact with individual
differences on prosocial values and exchange ideology to determine individual
exhibition of VCCBs.

According to its definition in this study, MCBs resemble a kind of group norm that
provides guidelines for acceptable and unacceptable behaviors in the shared
environment. Group norms are the most readily accessible and inferable element of
group-related information available to participants in virtual community (Postmes
et al., 2000), helping the regulation of member interaction in the shared context
(Alon et al., 2005). Although collaboration and reciprocity are generalized norms for
online interactions (Wasko and Faraj, 2000), the level of MCBs could vary across
different VCCs. For the VCCs that have a high degree of MCBs, the shared perceptions
set clear behavioral guidance that encourages citizenship behaviors, creating a strong
situation for member participation. According to the theory of situation strength,
although prosocial values may predispose one to engage in VCCBs, the impact will
decrease for the VCCs with a higher level of MCBs because a strong situation
constrains the expression of individual differences. When the level of MCBs is low,
individuals may rely more on their predisposition toward prosocial values to direct
their VCCBs because the behavioral cues for performing such behaviors are not readily
accessible. Likewise, exchange ideology should have a lesser effect on the exhibition of
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VCCBs in VCCs characterized as high in MCBs vs those with low MCBs. On the basis of
these arguments, we pose the following hypotheses:

H4. Community-level MCBs moderate the effect of prosocial values on individual’s
VCCBs, such that the positive effect is weaker when MCBs are high.

H5. Community-level MCBs moderate the effect of exchange ideology on individual’s
VCCBs, such that the negative effect is weaker when MCBs are high.

3. Method
3.1 Procedures and samples
This research uses a cross-sectional survey of virtual community members to test the
research framework and proposed hypotheses. The population of interest in this study
is participants of VCCs that are centered on travel/tourism activities in Taiwan because
such themes have achieved high traffic volume and posting rates in recent years.
Following the criteria established in previous studies (Ridings et al., 2002), this research
selects VCCs for survey based on minimal volume and number of user postings[1].
The criteria ensure that each VCC selected for the study represents a large group of
people who constantly communicate with each other. A list of 56 VCCs met the
selection criteria, but only 45 VCCs agreed to participate[2]. A message requesting
participation in the survey was posted on each VCC with a hyperlink connecting to the
Web survey, which remained available until ten respondents from the VCC completed
the survey. The initial sample includes 450 respondents. As this study aggregates the
measure of MCBs coming from individuals within the community to form the
community-level construct, it is necessary to test the appropriateness of the data
aggregation. The authors eliminated 11 communities from the sample due to their low
within-group interrater reliabilities on MCBs (see results section for more details). This
procedure resulted in 340 usable responses (169 males (38 percent) and 281 females
(62 percent)) from 34 VCCs for data analysis. Approximately 57 percent were between
18 and 25 years old, 60 percent have a college degree, and 67 percent belonged to the
VCC for over six months. In total, 46 percent of the respondents read posted articles
over six times per week and 39 percent post to the forum more than two times a week.

3.2 Measures
This study measures all research constructs with existing scales adapted to fit the
study setting. To assure equivalency of meaning for the English-language scales, the
measures went through a systematic translation and back-translation procedure.
A total of 15 industry experts and active VCC participants read and provided
comments for improving the wording of the items to improve the measures’ readability.
This study assesses all research constructs using an even number of response points to
minimize cultural influences because respondents from Asian countries tend to select
the mid-point in response scales (Si and Cullen, 1998).

All measures use six-point Likert-type scales (1¼ “very strongly disagree” and
6¼ “very strongly agree” for prosocial values and exchange ideology; 1¼ “does not
engage in this behavior” and 6¼ “frequently engages in this behavior” for VCCBs,
MCBs, and social desirability). The construct exchange ideology, based on the five-item
scale from the work of Ladd and Henry (2000), measures the strength of a VCC
participant’s belief that effort toward VCC members should depend on treatment by
other members. A sample item is, “How much I help other members should depend on
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how they treat me.” We use the eight-item scale of prosocial values developed by Rioux
and Penner (2001) to assess the individual’s need to be helpful and desire to build positive
relationships with others. Two sample items are, “I feel it is important to help those in
need” and “I like interacting with others.” The measure of VCCBs entails 17 items that
come from previous studies (Groth, 2005; MacKenzie et al., 1993; Rosenbaum and
Massiah, 2007; Yen et al., 2011), with slight alterations to fit VCC settings, to measure four
dimensions: recommendation (five items), helping others (six items), providing feedback
(three items), and sportsmanship (three items). Following suggestions from previous
studies (Podsakoff et al., 1997; Podsakoff and MacKenzie, 1994), the items assessing
sportsmanship were reverse-coded and then averaged with the items measuring other
dimensions to form a global indicator of VCCBs. Sample items assessing VCCBs
included, “I say positive things about this online community to others”
(recommendation), “I help others with questions in this community” (helping others),
“I make constructive suggestions to the community’s manager on how to improve its
service” (providing feedback), and “I spend a lot of time complaining about trivial
matters” (sportsmanship). To control the influence of social desirability bias (Hays
et al., 1989), the survey included a three-item social desirability response set as a control
variable (sample item: “No matter who I’m talking to, I’m always a good listener”).

This study assesses MCBs with measures of VCCBs but with modified wording so
the referent behavior changes from “oneself” to “the community as a whole.” That is,
respondents have to think about the particular VCC in which they participated for the
survey as a reference point to gauge the degree of MCBs when they respond to the
items. Given that individual members form their knowledge of the VCC via interactions
with each other, the onlooker’s view is the most valid way to evaluate the levels of other
members’MCBs in that particular community. This method is compliant with Mischel’s
(2004) notion that other people serve as part of an individual’s situation or environment,
and with the suggestion that OCB can be aggregated as a collective construct at
another level of analysis (Bommer et al., 2007). In addition, because the behavior of
recommendation (promoting a particular VCC) tends to occur in setting not observable
by others in the VCC, the scale of MCBs does not include the recommendation
dimension. Thus, the MCBs measure comprises three dimensions: helping others (four
items), providing feedback (three items), and sportsmanship (three items). Illustrative
items are “Members of this online community help each other with questions” (helping
others), “Members make constructive suggestions to the community’s manager on how
to improve its service” (providing feedback), and “Members spend a lot of time
complaining about trivial matters” (sportsmanship). Similar to the treatment of VCCBs,
we reverse-coded sportsmanship items and then average the appropriate items scores
from the three dimensions to form the final scores for MCBs.

This study performs confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to estimate the factor
loadings of all measurement items using AMOS 5.0 (Arbuckle, 2003), and the results
indicate that most items load significantly (W0.70) on the assigned factor. After
deleting items (one for recommendation of VCCBs and one for social desirability) with
loadings lower than 0.70, the CFA on all scales show good construct validity.

3.3 Analytical approach
The research model proposed in this study is multilevel in nature with individual-level
variables nested within the VCCs. That is, the data is hierarchical, with the independent
and the dependent variables (exchange ideology, prosocial values, VCCBs) at
individual-level, and the moderator (MCBs) being a community-level variable. In this
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light, HLM (Bryk and Raudenbush, 1992) that allows researchers to simultaneously
examine relationships between research constructs spanning across multiple levels of
analysis is the most appropriate analytical method for evaluating our research model.
This analytical method will take into account non-independence in observations that
the nested structure of multi-level data tends to produce (Hoffman, 1997; Hox, 2002),
providing a better estimate of standard errors than other analytic methods.
Additionally, following the guidelines of Hofmann and Gavin (1998), this study
conducts grand-mean centering among the individual-level predictors. This option for
centering provides enhanced estimate and interpretability with the HLM results,
ensuring that the micro-level effects are controlled during testing of the incremental
effects from the macro-level variables, and reduces potential multicollinearity between
macro-level intercept and slope estimates (e.g. Hofmann and Gavin, 1998).

4. Results
Table I reports the descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations, correlations,
and α coefficients) of all the research variables. As Table I shows, the correlation
coefficients between research constructs are all below the suggested cutoff value
of 0.8 (Asher, 1983) while the α coefficients indicate acceptable internal consistency.
The square root estimates of AVE for the constructs are greater than their
correlations with all other constructs, indicating good discriminant validity (Fornell
and Larcker, 1981).

One way ANOVA performed on MCBs shows that between-group differences are
significantly higher than within-group differences (F¼ 2.38, po0.001), indicating the
appropriateness of aggregating individual data to form a community-level construct.
Next, this paper calculates within-group interrater reliabilities for MCBs using Rwg,
ICC1 and ICC2 (Bliese, 2000; James et al., 1993). As James et al., (1993) suggest, an Rwg
estimate greater than 0.7 indicates appropriateness for aggregation. Based on this
standard, this paper removes 11 VCCs from the initial sample because their Rwgs are
below the cutoff value. This results in a mean Rwg value of 0.83 for MCBs and
the median Rwg was 0.84. Additionally, ICC1 values higher than 0.05 are considered
sufficient to warrant aggregation (Bliese, 2000), and ICC2 values larger than 0.70 are
good, while those higher than 0.50 are tolerable (Klein et al., 2000). The study obtains an
ICC1 value of 0.12 and an ICC2 value of 0.58 for MCBs; both meet the criteria for
intra-class correlation. Given these results, this study concludes that MCBs are suitable
for aggregation to the community level. Further, this study follows the suggestion of
Bryk and Raudenbush (1992) and specifies a null model that includes no determinant to
test whether there is significant variation in VCCBs. The analysis indicates significant

Variables Means SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Social desirability 3.75 0.67 (0.78)
2. Prosocial values 4.55 0.82 0.26** (0.93)
3. Exchange ideology 4.12 1.02 −0.15** 0.06 (0.87)
4. MCBsa 3.97 0.18 0.29** 0.43** −0.16** (0.77)
5. VCCBs 4.06 0.58 0.39** 0.62** −0.18** 0.52** (0.83)
Notes: Numbers in the diagonal of the matrix are coefficient αs. aMeans of this variable were assigned
to consumers of the same community to calculate the individual-level correlations. **po0.01

Table I.
Descriptive statistics,
correlations, and
internal consistency
reliability
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variance to be explained in VCCBs ( ĝ00 ¼ 0:17, po0.001), whereas the between-group
variance was significantly different from 0 ( χ2¼ 64.70, df¼ 33, po0.001). These
results support the use of HLM for testing hypotheses.

4.1 Direct effects of prosocial values, exchange ideology, and MCBs
H1 posits that prosocial values positively relate to VCCBs and H2 suggests a
negative relationship between exchange ideology and VCCBs. To test H1 and H2, the
model includes prosocial values and exchange ideology as the individual-level
predictors, with social desirability as the control variable. The results (cf. Model 1
in Table II) indicate that prosocial values positively relate to VCCBs ( γ20¼ 0.40,
po0.001) whereas exchange ideology negatively relates to VCCBs ( γ30¼−0.05,
po0.05). Hence, the findings support H1 and H2. H3 predicts a positive effect of
community-level MCBs on VCCBs beyond the explanatory power of individual
differences. According to the results of Model 2 in Table II, MCBs have a positive
association with VCCBs when entered into the equation after individual-level
variables ( γ01¼ 0.39, po0.001).

4.2 Cross-level interaction
H4 and H5 relate to the moderation effect of MCBs on the relationships between the
two individual-level predictors (i.e. prosocial values and exchange ideology) and
VCCBs. This study tests these hypotheses by estimating the significance of cross-
level interactions (γ21 and γ31) after controlling individual-level and group-level
predictors. The results (see Model 3 in Table II) reveal significant interaction between
exchange ideology and MCBs ( γ31¼ 0.33, po0.05) but not between prosocial values
and MCBs ( γ21¼ 0.02, ns). Thus, H5 receives support but H4 does not. To check the
direction of the significant cross-level interaction between exchange ideology and
MCBs, this study plots the individual-level relationships for the high- and low-MCBs
conditions (see Figure 2). As Figure 2 graphically depicts, the negative relationship
between exchange ideology and VCCBs is more pronounced in low-MCBs group than

VCCBs
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Level 1
Intercept ( γ00) 4.06*** 2.53*** 1.95**
SD ( γ10) 0.19*** 0.19*** 0.19***
PV ( γ20) 0.40*** 0.39*** 0.29
EI ( γ30) −0.05* −0.05**** −1.37*

Level 2
MCBs ( γ01) 0.39** 0.53**

Cross-level
PV×MCBs ( γ21) 0.02
EI×MCBs ( γ31) 0.33*
n (Level 1) 340 340 340
n (Level 2) 34 34 34
Model deviancea 397.46 391.57 390.32
Notes: SD, social desirability; PV, prosocial values; EI, exchange ideology. aDeviance, a measure of
model fit, represents that the smaller the value is, the better the model fits; deviance¼ 2×log-likelihood
of the full maximum-likelihood estimate. *po0.05; **po0.01; ***po0.001; ****po0.10

Table II.
Hierarchical linear
modeling results:

effects of individual-
and contextual-level

variables on
individual VCCBs
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the relationship under the high-MCBs condition. The results further support the
prediction of H5 that community-level MCBs attenuate the impact of exchange
ideology on VCCBs.

5. Discussions
This study models consumers’ participation in the context of VCCs from the lens
of organizational citizenship behavior, reciprocity, and situational strength theory.
The findings suggest that individuals’ dispositions to act prosocially toward others
(i.e. prosocial values) and to care more about what they receive than what they give
(i.e. exchange ideology) are both important predictors of consumer VCCBs. The present
work offers new insights by finding that community-level MCBs, through top-down
processes, not only have a direct effect in shaping individual VCCBs but also constrain
the negative effects of exchange ideology on individual VCCBs.

5.1 Implications for researchers
This study makes important theoretical contributions to extant literature in several
aspects. First, this study demonstrates that prosocial values and exchange ideology
explain VCCBs, highlighting the importance of individual dispositions in understanding
consumer participation in VCC settings. Given that VCCs are online social environments
in which people interact to exchange information and knowledge, individual differences
regarding reciprocity become crucial in determining participative behaviors. Particularly,
this research extends the literature by demonstrating that VCCBs are driven
simultaneously by two distinct predispositions regarding reciprocity. Although the
literature has long recognized the influence of individual differences on social behaviors,
existing research in VCCs offers limited suggestions regarding the influence of
dispositions that predispose individuals to react differently in the settings. As prior work
has primarily focussed on drivers of participative behaviors, this research contributes by
identifying the role of exchange ideology as an inhibitor of VCCBs. The findings also
advance understanding of exchange ideology because extant literature has focussed on
its moderation effects in a work context while its main effects have remained
underexplored (Takeuchi et al., 2011).

Low High

Exchange Ideology

V
C

C
B

s

Low MCBs High MCBs

3.90

4.00

4.10

3.80

4.20

Figure 2.
Moderating effect of
MCBs on the
exchange ideology –
VCCBs relationship
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Second, the current study demonstrates that citizenship behaviors performed by
other consumers in the environment of a VCC can emerge to manifest as a collective
perceptions at the community-level and, in turn, to exert a substantial influence on
VCCBs at the individual level, beyond the contributions of exchange ideology and
prosocial values. This study represents one of the few empirical investigations of
citizenship behaviors at multiple level of analysis and the first one in online context,
addressing the call to explore multilevel and contextual influences in OCB theory
(Podsakoff et al., 2000; Schnake and Dumler, 2003). While previous research has indeed
examined antecedents of participation in VCCs from different levels, such as features of
virtual communities (e.g. Chan and Li, 2010; Ma and Agarwal, 2007) or individual
perceptions/attitudes (e.g. Casaló et al., 2010; Tsai et al., 2012), prior work has not
investigated the simultaneous influences of the antecedents captured at multiple levels
of analysis. The multi-level approach adopted in this research complements prior
works that are limited to only a micro-level or macro-level in their investigations of VC
participation; therefore, this study provides a richer and more comprehensive portrait
of the interaction between individual and situational factors in the context of VCCs.

Third, the finding that exchange ideology interacts with community-level MCBs in
predicting individual VCCBs provides support for the interactionist perspective in the
context of VCCs. The results suggest that exchange ideology reduces the performance
of VCCBs and such effects become stronger in VCCs where MCBs are rare rather than
prevalent. On the other hand, the negative impact of exchange ideology on VCCBs is
close to nil for the VCCs with high MCBs. Contrary to expectations, the cross-level
moderation of MCBs on the relationship between prosocial values and VCCBs was not
supported. That is, prosocial values seem to play an important role in shaping VCCBs,
regardless of the level of MCBs. According to Rioux and Penner (2001), prosocial values
tend to be an enduring disposition that occurs across different situations. That is,
prosocial values could be one personality trait that can make individuals less
susceptible to influences from one’s social context. These findings highlight how social
others can serve as an influential context to individuals’ participative behaviors in
VCCs, as well as provide empirical support to the argument that successful operation of
VCCs may derive from multiple-level factors (Rothaermel and Sugiyama, 2001).

5.2 Implications for practitioners and consumers
The findings offer several key insights for consumers and practitioners because both
groups are potential organizers and/or moderators for VCCs such as internet forums
and bulletin boards. First, the VCC moderators must take into account the participants’
dispositions on reciprocity if they intend to exploit their online resources by
encouraging participants’ co-creation. While participants’ individual dispositions are
beyond recruiting control and difficult to change, it is important for the VCC
moderators to create positive cues in the shared context to influence participants’
perceptions of exchange relationships. Moderators should make more efforts to
consider practices that promote justice perceptions and perceived support in order to
increase their felt obligations because individuals with a high level of exchange
ideology pay particular attention to what others are obligated to provide. Once
exchange ideology becomes the dominant value hold by consumers participating in a
VCC, it will cause the VCC to be the predicament of “cyber ghost towns.” Second, the
vitality and longevity of communities are depended on “residents” participation; thus,
VCC moderators should design and provide varieties of activities in cultivating
participants’ VCCBs. The findings also suggest that actions should be taken to
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effectively attract consumers high in prosocial values because they will be major
contributors in VCCs not only in terms of performing VCCBs but also in terms of
becoming exemplary models for observational learning.

Third, members’ interaction experience reflects the importance of social
embeddedness in an online context. VCC moderators should consider investing
resources in fostering a norm of MCBs if they want to induce VCCBs from the
participants. They can attempt to create conditions that will make the development of
community-level MCBs more likely. Literature on group norms suggests that group
members with higher level status have great impact on the formation of group norms
because their behaviors serve as guidance to indicate whether certain conduct within
the context is normative (Ehrhart and Naumann, 2004). Also, prototypical members in
the group are influential because other group members view such individuals as the
best representatives of the group (Ehrhart and Naumann, 2004). Accordingly, VCC
moderators should identify VCC members who may be particularly influential in the
development of MCBs, such as those with the aforementioned characteristics, and
strive to encourage their performance on VCCBs because those behaviors performed by
them will make such conduct appear as normative for the VCC as a whole. These
practices are important given the potential influences of MCBs to model a number of
favorable behaviors toward the VCC (i.e. helping others, providing feedback, and
sportsmanship) and to attenuate the adverse effect of consumers’ inclinations to prefer
a quid pro quo basis of exchange (i.e. exchange ideology) while participating in VCCs.

Finally, other than hosting an VCC in which the company can facilitate discussions
among consumers, business marketers may also benefit by extracting useful
knowledge from other VCCs. VCCs represent a major source of valuable information
that retailers and manufacturers usually seek to obtain from expensive consumer
surveys and interviews. Given discussants in VCCs are willing to disclose sensitive
information (e.g. cravings, desires, motives) that cannot be easily retrieved by means of
traditional methods of consumer research, business marketers, and researchers need to
select the VCCs for monitoring and facilitating consumer conversations. Thus,
marketers may use the level of a VCC’s MCBs or the proportion of participants with
strong prosocial values or weak exchange ideology as criteria for screening the target
communities for monitoring consumer discussions.

5.3 Limitations and future research
In interpreting the findings of this study, limitations must be considered. First, this
study represents the first that we are aware of to apply multi-level theory and method
to investigate consumer participation in VCC settings. Although the proposed model
explains a good portion of the variance in VCCBs, this study did not include other
antecedents of VCCBs at individual and contextual levels. Factors, such as the Big Five
personality and community climate, could influence individual VCCBs at different
levels. Future research should strive to identify and investigate other drivers that
contribute to consumers’ VCCBs. Second, the results addressing the cross-level
moderation effect of MCBs provide support for the situational strength theory, but the
hypothesized effect occurs only in explaining the contribution of exchange ideology on
VCCBs. This result suggests that the interaction between personality and contextual
variables in the context of predicting VCCBs may depend on the variables in question.
Future study should consider exploring contextual factors that may reduce or amplify
the expected personality-behavior linkage, as well as the personality variables that are
susceptible to the contextual influences in VCC settings. Third, this study includes only
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leisure-oriented activities of VCCs (i.e. travel and gourmet), which may limited the
findings’ generalizability. It is necessary to have future replication to ensure confidence
in the stability and generalizability of the findings by conducting research in VCCs
organized for other products or services. Finally, this study employs a cross-sectional
design to collect consumers’ self-report data. In order to faithfully capture the complex,
dynamic interaction and long-term relationships of participative behaviors, future
investigation should strive to conduct a longitudinal design with multi-source data to
ensure the causal inference.

Notes
1. We select internet forum and bulletin boards based on the following guidelines: first, the VCC

must have at least ten postings per day over a randomly selected three-day period.
Second, the VCC must have at least 15 different individuals postings over a randomly
selected three-day period. Third, at least 80 percent of postings must have at least one reply
over a randomly selected three-day period.

2. Due to the agreement of anonymity, we could not release the list of participative VCCs.
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Appendix

Construct items
Factor
loadings

Prosocial values
( please rate each statement in terms of its indicative of your interpersonal style)
If I help others, it is because …
1. I feel it is important to help those in need 0.81
2. I am concerned about others’ feelings 0.80
3. I want to help people in any way I can 0.82
4. It is easy for me to help others 0.75
5. I like interacting with others 0.82
6. I have fun in dealing with other people 0.80
7. I hope to be friendly with others 0.82
8. I can put myself in other people’s shoes 0.77

Exchange ideology
1. My willingness to help other people depends partly on their behavior toward me 0.74
2. I reduce how much I do for others if I am treated badly by other people in the same
organization 0.73

3. How much I help other members will depend on how they treat me 0.88
4. My effort to assist other members is highly affected by how much they assist me 0.85
5. The failure of others to appreciate my assistance reduce my willingness to offer help 0.78

Members citizenship behaviors (MCBs)
Helping others
1. Members of this online community help each other with questions 0.71
2. Members of this online community explain to other members how to use the
service correctly 0.79

3. When members see a member in this online community being taken advantage of,
they feel kind of protective toward him/her (e.g. seeking for assistance) 0.83

4. When members see a member in this online community being treated unfairly, they
feel kind of protective toward him/her 0.84

Providing feedback
1. If members notice a problem in this online community, they inform the community
manager, or other members, even if it does not affect them 0.77

2. Members make constructive suggestions to the community’s manager on how to
improve its service. 0.87

3. Members let the community’s manager know of ways that they can better serve
their needs 0.87

Sportsmanship
1. Members spend a lot of time complaining about trivial matters (reverse scored) 0.74
2. Members tend to make problems bigger than they are (reverse scored) 0.82
3. Members always focus on what is wrong with his/her situation, rather than the
positive side of it (reverse scored) 0.79

Virtual community citizenship behaviors (VCCBs)
Recommendation
1. I refer fellow students or coworkers to this online community 0.83
2. I recommend this online community to people interested in the community’
products/services 0.85

(continued )

Table AI.
Summary of
measurement scales
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Construct items
Factor
loadings

3. I encourage my friends and relatives to work out in this online community 0.91
4. I say positive things about this online community to others 0.90

Helping others
1. I help others with questions in this community 0.74
2. I explain to other members how to use the service correctly 0.81
3. When I see a member in this online community being taken advantage of, I feel
kind of protective toward him/her (e.g. seeking for assistance) 0.80

4. When I see a member in this online community being treated unfairly, I express my
concern about him/her 0.85

5. I often feel that I have a special responsibility to assist other members in this online
community when they need help 0.84

6. I frequently look for opportunities to help other members in this online community 0.81
Providing feedback
1. If I notice a problem in this online community, I inform the community manager, or
other members, even if it does not affect me 0.83

2. I make constructive suggestions to the community’s manager on how to improve
its service 0.90

3. I let the community’s manager know of ways that they can better serve my needs 0.87
Sportsmanship
1. I spend a lot of time complaining about trivial matters (reverse scored) 0.88
2. I tend to make problems bigger than they are (reverse scored) 0.83
3. I always focus on what is wrong with my situation, rather than the positive side of
it (reverse scored) 0.78

Social desirability
1. I am always courteous, even to people who are disagreeable 0.82
2. No matter who I am talking to, I am always a good listener 0.78

Note: All loadings are standardized and significant at po0.001 Table AI.
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