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Explaining Social Exchanges in Information-Based Online Communities (IBOC)  
 

ABSTRACT 

Purpose: Information-based online communities (IBOCs, like LinkedIn or Facebook) 

provide platforms for members to exchange information. Because member participation 

is vital for IBOCs, this research aims to identify and validate factors that drive member 

participation.  

Methodology: With reference to social exchange theory we developed a model of 

antecedents of participation in IBOCs that was tested with survey data using PLS. 

Because some of our results contradicted the theory, we examined those results in a 

mainly qualitative study with online community providers. These experts offered 

explanations that inform our discussion and managerial implications. 

Findings: Role clarity, provider’s responsiveness, and enjoyment all influence member 

participation. Contrary to theory, the cooperation of other members affects member 

participation negatively while a member’s ability shows no effect. 

Practical implications: This research has several implications for IBOC providers. Be-

cause ability does not affect participation directly, providers do not need to worry about 

lacking ability and can effectively target all potential members. The importance of pro-

vider responsiveness signals that IBOC providers should proactively monitor members’ 

compliance with social norms to lower the social risk for members. The impact of com-

munity specific knowledge and enjoyment on participation puts emphasis on careful 

community design and the thoughtful implementation of new features that might enhance 

enjoyment, but reduce role clarity.  
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Originality/value: Whereas most of the participation literature focuses on a dyadic rela-

tionship, our research investigates the triadic relationship in which the provider is only an 

enabler of exchange. Furthermore, we bring together two streams of the literature: the 

participation literature, which tends to focus on offline participation; and the online 

community literature, which has not yet investigated participation. This is also the first 

paper to investigate nonlinear effects on participation.   

 

Keywords: participation, information-based online communities, services marketing.  
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Introduction 

Information-based online communities (IBOCs) empower customers, as members, to 

connect and cultivate relationships (Dholakia et al., 2004; Wiertz and de Ruyter, 2007). A well-

known example of an IBOC is LinkedIn, which enables professionals to connect, find jobs or 

providers, discover new business opportunities, and ask or answer questions. Facebook offers an 

equivalent social exchange for more leisure related information.  

OCs in general and IBOCs in particular influence consumer behavior significantly. Up to 

80% of U.S. and U.K. consumers report that the information they gather from social media 

platforms is a primary prompt for their activities (Forbes, 2012). More than 12% of consumers 

make purchases after receiving encouragement through Facebook (Khazan, 2011). Participating 

in IBOCs, defined as exchanging information via online platforms, has become an important 

element in the everyday lives of consumers, and the power of IBOCs to affect consumer 

behavior is likely to continue increasing (Crowd Companies, 2014). Thus OC providers must 

engage their customers to enhance their own strategic performance (Brodie et al. 2011).  

Stimulating participation requires knowing its key drivers (Bendapudi and Leone, 2003; 

Gallan et al., 2013; Xue and Harker, 2002), and encouraging consistent participation over time 

proves especially challenging (Ren et al., 2012). Although participation is not a new 

phenomenon and links to other constructs like customer integration (e.g. Moeller 2008) and 

customer engagement (e.g. van Doorn et al., 2010), pertinent empirical research is still needed to 

clarify the antecedents of this behavior in general (Guo et al., 2013) and in the particular context 

of online encounters and online communities (Kunz and Hogreve, 2011; Munzel and Kunz, 

2014).  
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Against this background, our research seeks to identify and validate factors that drive 

member participation in IBOCs using two empirical studies. This article offers two main 

contributions to the literature on participation and online communities as well as guidance for 

practitioners as a third contribution. First, most participation research addresses the dyadic 

relationship between customers and service providers (e.g., Bendapudi and Leone, 2003; Chan et 

al., 2010), whereas we acknowledge that IBOC members both offer and demand information 

while the provider enables participation by providing the platform (Bakos and Katsamakas, 

2008; Cho and Menor, 2010). Therefore, following Hammedi et al. (2015) we investigate 

participation in the triadic relations of the focal member, fellow community members, and the 

community provider to identify and validate the determinants of participation. 

Second, our methodology involving expert opinions in the second study, to reflect on our 

results from Study 1, demonstrates a useful and feasible approach for academics to reach a 

managerial audience and thereby increase the relevance and impact of their research. Study 1 

tests a model derived from theory and the existing academic literature. Because we found some 

unexpected effects, we explore the results from Study 1 with experts who actually run and 

manage an online community (Study 2). Study 2 tests our results against their real-world 

experiences, and we propose explanations for the mismatch between theory and reality.  

Third, our research yields clearer managerial guidance for how an “organization [should] 

create, interact with and manage customer … communities” (Ostrom et al., 2010, p. 22). 

Empirical research on participation in online communities is scarce (Munzel and Kunz, 2014), 

and the little that exists often takes a provider perspective on customer participation and 

contribution (Fliess et al., 2014) or relates only to more specific communities like brand 

communities (e.g. Hammedi et al., 2015; Martins and Patrício, 2013; Wirtz et al., 2013). By 
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identifying and prioritizing the antecedents of participation in IBOCs we offer community 

providers insights into how to stimulate participation and thereby secure their business. 

 

Theoretical Foundation and Model Overview 

Members of IBOCs connect to exchange information (Wiertz and de Ruyter, 2007). The 

service provider managing the online community offers the platform for members to do so, but 

the key element of the service—exchanging information—is delivered by the community mem-

bers themselves (Kozinets et al., 2010). Participating in an IBOC thus involves providing and 

receiving information.  

Social exchange theory (SET, Blau, 1964; Homans, 1966; Thibaut and Kelley, 1959) can 

serve as a foundation to explicate interpersonal exchanges in communities (e.g., Munzel and 

Kunz, 2014). An exchange in marketing involves “a transfer of something tangible or intangible, 

actual or symbolic between two or more social actors” (Bagozzi, 1979, p. 434), with actors being 

individuals or groups and organizations (Bagozzi, 1978). In IBOCs information is exchanged 

among the members as well as with the provider. Exchanges can be evaluated in terms of their 

outcomes, such as “monetary gains or losses, social rewards (e.g., approval, praise, status) or 

social punishment (e.g., prejudice, discrimination, ostracism)” (Bagozzi, 1978, p. 538). SET 

predicts that human actions are motivated by expectations of returns, with these returns reflecting 

both social and economic elements. Members continue to exchange only if doing so generates 

value and the expected rewards exceed the expected costs (Blau, 1964; Homans, 1966). 

Addressing the social elements of exchanges is particularly relevant in IBOCs, because their core 

offerings are connections among members and the exchange of information.  
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In keeping with the prior literature and considering the triad of actors in OCs (provider, 

focal member, and other members), we define the costs and rewards of member participation 

according to both intra- and interpersonal influences on the focal member (Dholakia et al., 2004; 

Rothaermel and Sugiyama, 2001; Zhu et al., 2012). In our model, we include member-specific 

characteristics, which represent the intrapersonal influence, together with co-member-specific 

and provider-specific antecedents that reflect the interpersonal influences on these actors (see 

Figure 1). All three actors are important stakeholders influencing participation and community 

success (Dholakia et al., 2004; Eisenmann et al., 2006; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010). This three-

actor perspective complements existing research on customer participation in online 

communities that subdivides antecedents into social and functional drivers (Wirtz et al., 2013) or 

environmental and individual (Bolton et al., 2013).  

Insert Figure 1 about here	

The antecedents for each stakeholder group are deduced from prior customer 

participation literature. First, in terms of focal member antecedents, we investigate the effect of 

each member’s role clarity and ability (Auh et al., 2007; Guo et al., 2013; Meuter et al., 2005), 

which are important antecedents of participation (Fliess et al., 2014). Another key condition is 

customers’ incentives to perform specific roles in service processes (Gallan et al., 2013). To 

represent these incentives, we include an enjoyment variable in our model. Prior literature 

identifies (expected) enjoyment as a strong incentive to participate in online settings (Dabholkar 

and Bagozzi, 2002; Dholakia et al., 2009; Etgar, 2008) and uses this variable to operationalize 

motivation as (expected) enjoyment (Venkatesh et al., 2002). Finally, because the focal member 

antecedents are unlikely to be independent, we include enjoyment as a moderating variable in 

some of our model paths. 
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Second, each focal member is influenced by his or her virtual encounters with other 

members in the IBOC (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010), so we include a co-member antecedent of 

member participation. Shen et al. (2010) specify that perceived co-member expertise exerts a 

significant effect on a member’s activity. Ridings et al. (2006) also show that community 

members express more trust in the abilities, integrity, and benevolence of active co-members 

than inactive ones. Customers evaluate interpersonal qualities during transactions, which 

determine their perception of interactional justice (Auh et al., 2007). This evaluation combines 

all the evaluated elements into an overall perception of co-members’ cooperation, which we use 

as the variable representing co-members’ antecedent of participation.  

Third, in a multi-actor OC context, the evaluation of interpersonal treatment also involves 

the provider, whose exhibited interactional justice is an antecedent of participation (Auh et al., 

2007). Thus the provider antecedent variable acknowledges that the provider supplies the 

technical interface and defines and monitors rules for exchanges (Porter and Donthu, 2008; Xue 

and Harker, 2002), so its responsiveness to members’ concerns should be key to participation.  

Research Hypotheses 

Focal Member Antecedents  

Ability. A member needs certain skills to perform various tasks online (Meuter et al., 

2005) and for various services (Moeller et al., 2013). To participate, the member must be 

familiar with the basic rules of web-based exchanges (e.g., setting up a profile, uploading 

content, searching for other members, writing messages; Kelley et al., 1990). The skills and 

knowledge required to participate in web-based exchanges in general define ability. Thus, ability 

is linked to the general skills and knowledge one must possess to be able to perform a task 

(Bowen, 1986); it is not necessarily specific to online communities or even a particular online 
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community. Ability is knowledge and skills of the possibilities and technicalities of web-based 

exchanges on an abstract level. Thus ability is distinguished from role clarity, which instead 

relates to certain processes in a given context, and the expectation others have about the role the 

customer might play in this community (Bowen, 1986; Guo et al., 2013).  

Members with greater ability are more capable of performing certain necessary tasks, and 

so can leverage the benefits of participation better than members with lesser ability (Thibaut and 

Kelley, 1959). Ability decreases the costs of participation by lowering the mental and physical 

effort required (Lengnick-Hall, 1996). Whereas in offline service settings customer activities can 

be quite substantial and involve physical effort (e.g., travel, physiotherapy, gym class), the effort 

in other service settings, as in online service settings, will be mostly mental (Moeller et al., 

2013). Thus, according to social exchange theory, more skilled members likely engage more 

efficiently thanks to higher rewards. In contrast, less skilled members perceive higher costs for 

the same quantity of participation, and they may even refrain if engaging appears too difficult or 

time consuming (Dabholkar, 1990). They likely fear suboptimal outcomes, which would lower 

their benefits and increase their costs (Auh et al., 2007). Therefore, following social exchange 

theory, members with more ability should be more likely to participate in the community. 

Rather than a positive, linear relationship, however, we propose a positive, quadratic 

effect for IBOCs, such that the effects of ability on participation should increase 

disproportionally at higher levels. Less skilled members may feel overextended if the demands of 

the IBOC exceed their abilities (Singh, 1998). If the effort seems too high, participation will 

likely be perceived as very time consuming. Although we can assume a minimum level of 

ability, given that all members subscribed to the IBOC, those with more ability should reveal 

disproportionately higher participation, because their perceived benefits increase while their 
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costs decrease. They also can profit from learning effects—meaning that as their contributions 

demand less mental effort, participation may even come to seem routine. Because they contribute 

more efficiently and have confidence that their participation leads to optimal outcomes, we 

hypothesize: 

H1: The effect of a member’s ability on participation is positive and nonlinear; greater levels 

of ability increase participation at an increasing rate. 

 

Role clarity. This antecedent refers to customers’ understanding and knowledge of the 

roles that they must perform in any particular service setting (Bowen, 1986; Guo et al., 2013; 

Meuter et al., 2005). Unlike ability, role clarity refers to knowledge related to a specific IBOC, 

rather than an abstract form of the knowledge and skills needed to participate in web-based 

services more generally (Etgar, 2008, Verleye 2015). Thus it entails members’ knowledge of the 

procedures and rules of a specific IBOC as well as an understanding of the tasks required to 

accomplish an exchange. In turn, role clarity reflects the specific investment, in time and effort, 

that a member makes to participate in a particular IBOC, which in turn determines participation 

(Lengnick-Hall, 1996). The extent to which customers understand their roles and know what is 

expected of them for service delivery enhances their contributions (Bowen, 1986).  

SET implies that role clarity increases the perceived benefits and decreases the costs of 

participation. Three reasons support this relationship in an IBOC context. First, members with 

greater role clarity should better recognize the benefits they can realize through participation 

(Bowen, 1986). Second, role clarity reduces uncertainty associated with participation in an IBOC 

along with the costs of searching for information, which members do to lower their uncertainty. 
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Third, a lack of role clarity provokes stress and higher perceived costs (Bowen, 1986), so 

members with low role clarity may be less willing to participate (Groth, 2005).  

Here again we predict that the positive relationship between role clarity and participation 

is not linear, and instead propose a positive quadratic effect whereby the influence of role clarity 

grows stronger at higher levels of participation. Members who are not familiar with various 

participation possibilities might not realize the diverse ways that they can get involved. In 

addition, the costly information search required to learn the IBOC’s functionalities and the 

psychological costs associated with the stress of uncertainty may outweigh the perceived 

benefits. As a member increasingly comes to understand the logic of a community, role clarity 

likewise increases his or her participation disproportionately with each additional unit. Beyond 

some role clarity threshold, the benefits of participation disproportionately outweigh its costs and 

should exert a stronger effect. For example, if members learn that an IBOC offers standardized 

ways to post content, they can save time by using these standardized formats, which makes their 

participation more efficient. A member with such knowledge can participate and exchange more 

than a member without that knowledge. Providers can increase a member’s role clarity by 

increasing the usability of an IBOC or ameliorating support options, which should prompt 

members to reciprocate with higher levels of participation. Thus,  

H2: The effect of a member’s role clarity on participation is positive and nonlinear; 

greater levels of role clarity increase participation at an increasing rate. 

 

Enjoyment. The willingness to participate likely reflects the extent to which members 

enjoy participation in an IBOC (Davis et al., 1992; Venkatesh et al., 2002). Enjoyment increases 

members’ likelihood of participating in the future (Füller et al., 2009/10), because members who 
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have experienced enjoyment in the past likely expect to derive enjoyment from future 

participation. Therefore, we include expected enjoyment in our model (hereafter, “enjoyment”), 

defined as the degree to which participation “is perceived to provide reinforcement in its own 

right, apart from any performance consequences that may be anticipated” (Childers et al., 2001, 

p. 513). In line with SET and also with prior empirical findings in a technological service 

provision context, enjoyment is a key determinant of participation (Dabholkar and Bagozzi, 

2002). Enjoyment increases the benefits associated with participation and decreases its perceived 

costs, because members who enjoy participating find value in the process itself and associate 

higher benefits with it. Bendapudi and Leone (2003) also emphasize that enjoyment increases 

psychic benefits, meaning that the more members enjoy the service process, the more benefits 

they gain from the social interaction and the lower their perceived cost. Costs associated with the 

time spent participating likely seem less salient to members who enjoy that activity. Therefore, 

we anticipate that enjoyment will have a positive impact on participation: 

H3: A member’s enjoyment has a positive effect on participation. 

 

Interaction Effects Among Focal Member Antecedents 

Users who enjoy a technology tend to underestimate its difficulties and find it easier to 

use (Venkatesh et al., 2002). They appreciate the process of using the technology and perceive 

their effort as less than users who do not enjoy using it. Similarly, members who enjoy 

participating on IBOCs should derive more pleasure from the activity and accept higher costs. 

Even if, as we have argued, a member’s ability and role clarity decrease the costs of 

participation, these two antecedents may be less important at higher levels of enjoyment, which 

itself might serve as a reward (Homans, 1966). In contrast, if members do not enjoy their 
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participation, they likely attach more importance to cost efficiency, and role clarity and ability 

may have stronger impacts on participation. In turn, the nonlinear relationship we predicted 

should grow weaker for higher degrees of enjoyment: 

H4: A higher degree of enjoyment weakens the positive quadratic effects of a member’s 

(a) ability and (b) role clarity on participation.  

 

Co-Members’ Antecedents 

While participating in IBOCs, focal members encounter co-members that influence their 

participation behavior (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010). The focal member’s perceptions of co-

members’ cooperation, or the extent to which they are willing to contribute to the OC, should be 

another antecedent of participation. If customers perceive the interaction with exchange partners 

to be fair, they engage in more participation (Auh et al., 2007). In IBOCs, these exchange 

partners are co-members. Therefore, we predict that co-members’ cooperative behavior 

influences the perceived benefits and costs of participation. If the focal member believes that co-

members use and contribute to the IBOC, that perception should increase his or her anticipation 

of finding balanced reciprocity in this IBOC, which then stimulates participation (Wiertz and de 

Ruyter, 2007). Perceiving co-members as cooperative should lead the focal member to anticipate 

a positive net benefit (Arena and Conein, 2008). In contrast, if the focal member believes co-

members fail to participate and contribute to the community, he or she likely fears greater costs 

related to diminished service quality and quantity (Auh et al., 2007). This effort would decrease 

the likelihood of finding balanced reciprocity. Consequently, focal members might reduce their 

own scope of participation if they perceive low cooperation among co-members. In line with 

SET, we propose: 
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H5: Perceived co-member cooperation has a positive effect on participation. 

 

Provider Antecedents  

The provider is the third important actor in the IBOC triad, determining the community’s 

environment, setting the rules of conduct (Rothaermel and Sugiyama, 2001), and enabling 

exchange among members. Yet the provider might dampen participation by failing to manage the 

community properly or running an IBOC that is difficult to use (Xue and Harker, 2002). A 

responsive provider builds and reconfigures the IBOC to correspond to members’ needs 

(Rothaermel and Sugiyama, 2001), beyond simply its IT infrastructure, usability, or site content. 

The provider takes an active role and deals directly with members’ problems or concerns: 

facilitating atypical interactions, for example, or finding solutions to problems as well as 

ensuring content quality (Porter and Donthu, 2008; Rothaermel and Sugiyama, 2001). We 

predict that these activities determine the benefits and costs of a focal member’s participation. 

With greater provider responsiveness, the control costs for each individual member decrease. 

Moreover, a highly responsive provider that creates a well-managed OC makes transactions easy 

and efficient, so the member’s costs of participation decrease further. In line with SET, members 

should reciprocate this positive behavior by increasing their own participation; thus we 

hypothesize:  

H6: Perceived provider responsiveness has a positive effect on participation. 

 

Study 1: Antecedents of Participation in an IBOC 

Study Design and Sample 
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For our empirical study, we chose a worldwide known IBOC with a membership base 

that regularly covers a substantial proportion of the population in each country (up to 50%). In 

line with our definition, the chosen IBOC offers its members the possibility of creating and 

cultivating relationships by providing and receiving information.  

To test our model we surveyed a representative consumer sample of users of an IBOC. A 

large international market research firm sent out the online questionnaire to their panel members 

and supported the data collection. The market research firm provided every respondent with a 

small monetary incentive (0.70 €) in exchange for their participation. The author team checked 

that the panel provider addressed the general limitations of market research panels (e.g., 

recruitment bias). Because we needed to ensure that the participants were knowledgeable enough 

to answer the questions relating to the particular IBOC, we asked the market research firm to 

collect a representative sample of users of this IBOC. We agreed to define “users” as having an 

account and being logged in to the IBOC at least once a month. 

The initial sample consisted of 368 participants: We excluded two cases from the dataset 

due to inappropriate answers (e.g., no serious response to open demographic questions). One 

case was sorted out due to the speed at which the questionnaire was answered. Moreover, we 

eliminated eight cases due to inactivity in the IBOC. To identify those cases, we used one of our 

initial questions, asking participants to state how often they had used a specific IBOC activity, 

chosen from a list of activities, in the last month. Those responding with a “zero” to all those 

IBOC activities, even to “reading posts,” were excluded from analysis. We used the same 

question to identify seven users who provided implausible answers about their participation 

behavior. 
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 The final sample consisted of 350 German participants and was representative for the 

IBOC’s population in terms of gender (50.6% men) and age (22.3% younger than 20 years, 32% 

20–29 years of age, 21.1% between 30–39 years, 14% 40–49 years of age, 6.6% between 50–59 

years, and 4% 60 years or older). At the time of the survey, the respondents stated that their 

membership lengths ranged from four months to eight years (M = 38.88 months; SD = 15.96 

months).  

Measures 

To measure our constructs, we referred to existing scales and adapted them to the study 

context (all responses used seven-point, Likert-type scales, from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = 

“strongly agree”; see Table 1).  

Insert Table 1 about here 

Member’s ability was operationalized with a scale adapted from Auh et al. (2007) and 

Meuter et al. (2005). We measured role clarity with a scale adapted from Köhler et al. (2011) 

and Meuter et al. (2005). The enjoyment scale was taken from Venkatesh et al. (2002). As 

deduced in the theoretical foundation, perceptions of co-members’ cooperation were measured 

by the interactional justice scale proposed by Auh et al. (2007) and a scale of 

benevolence/integrity within virtual communities proposed by Ridings et al. (2006), both 

modified to refer to co-members’ behavior. Finally, the provider’s perceived responsiveness was 

captured with an adapted version of a scale used by Auh et al. (2007). The dependent variable 

participation was measured with participants’ self-reported participation activity, using a scale 

provided by Gallan et al. (2013). 

We ran a confirmatory factor analysis in Mplus 6.1 (Muthén and Muthén, 2010). The 

measurement model provided a good fit with the data (χ2(137) = 338.64, p = .00; CFI = .96; 
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RMSEA = .065; p < .05 = .00). As Table 2 shows, each construct revealed good psychometric 

properties in terms of CR (≥.88) and AVE (≥.65), in support of their good internal consistency. 

Indicating convergent validity (Hulland, 1999), the standardized loadings of the measures on the 

corresponding construct were equal to or exceeded .70. Moreover, all constructs showed 

discriminant validity (see Table 3; Fornell and Larcker 1981).  

Insert Table 2 about here 

Hypotheses Testing 

We used the PLS estimator, implemented in Smart PLS 2.0 M3 (Ringle et al., 2005), to 

analyze the hypotheses. We constructed the squared and interaction terms by multiplying the 

mean-centered items of the specific constructs. To test the proposed relationships for statistical 

significance, we used a bootstrapping procedure with 350 cases and 700 resamples (Ringle et al., 

2005). The standardized coefficients of the structural model appear in Table 3.  

Insert Table 3 about here 

We applied a hierarchical approach, by first estimating the main effects in the linear 

model (Table 3, first column, linear model), then adding the quadratic and interaction effects in 

the final model (Table 3, second column, final model). Community tenure, gender, and age 

served as the control variables. An incremental F-test (Chin et al., 2003) confirmed that the 

addition of the quadratic and interaction effects increased the explained variance significantly 

(DR² = .042; F(6,335) = 4.19, p < .05). The model explained 43.9% of the variance in 

participation of the respondents. 

Interestingly, we did not find support for H1, because members’ ability did not influence 

participation significantly. In support of H2, we found evidence of a strong, positive, significant, 

nonlinear effect of members’ role clarity on participation (βrole clarity² = .326, p < .01). Our results 
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indicated a positive effect of enjoyment on participation (βenjoyment = .298, p < .1), in line with H3. 

Enjoyment also negatively moderated the quadratic effects of member ability (βability² × enjoyment = -

.175, p < .05) and role clarity (βrole clarity² × enjoyment = -.155, p < .1) on coproduction, which 

supported H4a and H4b..  

Counter to H5, the results indicated a weak and negative relationship between perceived co-

members’ cooperation and coproduction (βcooperation = -.067, p < .1). For the co-member and 

provider antecedents, the findings affirmed a positive effect of the provider’s responsiveness 

(βresponsiveness = .295, p < .01), in support of H6. Comparing the strengths of the different 

antecedents, we discovered that role clarity explained the greatest share of variance.  

Study 2: Result Reflection with OC Experts  

Some of the results in Study 1, in particular the significant negative impact of co-

members’ cooperation on participation and the non-significant effect of member’s ability in 

IBOCs, are inconsistent with both theory and our hypotheses. One of our contributions is to 

investigate participation behavior within a triadic relationship, whereas existing participation 

literature focuses on the dyadic relationship between customers and service providers (e.g., 

Bendapudi and Leone, 2003; Chan et al., 2010). Triadic social exchanges on the web are 

structurally different from dyadic exchanges in traditional service situations and can still be 

considered as a fairly new phenomenon in participation literature. This might explain the 

divergence between theory and literature. With Study 2, we aimed to investigate whether our 

results were at least consistent with reality. Thus, in line with the literature in Marketing and 

related fields (e.g., Roggeveen, Tsiros and Grewal, 2012 and Rosenthal, 1984) we involved 

experts to reflect on our results in order to enrich the discussion and the managerial implications.   

Study Design and Sample 
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To get access to online community experts we screened the World Wide Web for listings 

of OCs and other references to OCs that are common in the country where the study was 

conducted. With this procedure, we gathered a list of 89 different OCs, then searched for an 

appropriate email address. We aimed to generate a list of emails for the general management of 

each OC; since this was not always possible, we also sent emails to non-person specific 

addresses (e.g., from customer support) with a request to forward it to the management team. We 

programmed an online questionnaire that was sent to these email addresses by one of the authors. 

After eight days, we sent a reminder (three participants answered after receiving the reminder). 

The questionnaire started with an explanation of the purpose of the survey, followed by some 

questions about the community and demographics of the experts. In the second part, we shared 

with the experts six different results that emerged from Study 1. Specifically, we asked them to 

evaluate, on a seven-point scale, whether each result represented reality, from their point of view 

(1 = “absolutely not,” 7 = “absolutely”). We added an answer option that indicated that the 

expert was unable to make statements to this particular result. In an open-ended question format 

the experts then explained their opinions, based on their job experience. 

We received answers from ten experts (7 men; 28–51 years, M = 38.7 years, SD = 8.23 

years) who worked for OCs, mainly as general managers but also in marketing and public 

relations, or R&D departments (see Table 4). This amounts to a response rate of 11.24%, 

whereas the response rate is usually lower for high-level managers (Baruch, 1999).  

 

Insert Table 4 about here 

Results 
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The OC experts testified that our results effectively represented reality (means ranging 

from 5.50 to 6.70), with the exception of negative impact of co-members’ cooperation (M = 

3.70), as we discuss subsequently. Given the small number of cases (n = 10) in the result 

reflection, these means need to be considered carefully. We put more emphasis on the detailed 

explanations for the phenomena provided by the experts, which we use to frame our discussion 

and managerial implications.  

Discussion 

We have proposed and tested antecedents of participation in IBOCs that relate to focal 

members (role clarity, ability, enjoyment), co-members (cooperation), and the provider 

(perceived responsiveness). To enhance the validity of our analysis, we integrated potential 

nonlinear effects of the focal member antecedents on participation and included enjoyment as a 

potential moderator. In Study 2, we reflected some of our results with OC experts. Thus the 

findings provide a detailed view of the factors that lead IBOC members to participate, with key 

insights for the service marketing and participation literature and OC management.  

We identify three main antecedents of participation in the hypothesized model: role 

clarity, enjoyment and provider’s responsiveness. Of the antecedents we examined, role clarity 

exerts the strongest effect on participation, growing stronger with greater role clarity. As one of 

our expert informants explains, “There are many unwritten rules (e.g., kind of greetings, phrases, 

abbreviations) that are understandable only for insiders and which are used for differentiation 

from other communities. The most active members are aware of these rules and move within the 

community as the proverbial fish in water” (R09_M_47). Academic literature supports this. 

Hammedi et al., (2015) point out that communities have their rituals and traditions and 

Rothaermel and Sugiyama (2001) argue that OC members tend to participate passively until they 
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learn about the functions and intricacies of a specific OC. Once they become comfortable and 

familiar, members increase their participation (Tsai and Bagozzi, 2014). 

In this regard, we found an interesting boundary condition, in that the impact of role 

clarity becomes stronger at lower levels of enjoyment. If members do not enjoy coproducing, 

they will not receive immaterial rewards, so they focus more on cost efficiency (Homans 1966). 

If members enjoy coproducing in an IBOC, they expect to experience this enjoyment in future 

coproduction, which seems to serve as a reward. One expert (R01_M_31) states: “Whenever I 

enjoy things I will do them no matter what.” In line with SET (e.g., Blau, 1964), the presence of 

rewards seems to outweigh the costs of lacking role clarity in an IBOC. Prior research on IBOCs 

support this notion by revealing that social benefits (Dholakia et al., 2009), identification with 

the community (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2006; Hammedi et al., 2015), and we-intentions 

(Dholakia et al., 2004; Tsai and Bagozzi, 2014) constitute important antecedents of member 

participation. 

The potential to engender a feeling of community can also explain why the provider’s 

responsiveness is quite important in IBOCs. As one expert explains, a strong sense of community 

in IBOCs means that “the contact and the active recognition of the provider of the community as 

the host is important” (R08_M_35). An IBOC expert (R07_M_46) also notes that in IBOCs, 

compliance with social norms is guaranteed by the community provider; thus responsiveness is 

important. 

Furthermore, we find no significant effect of members’ ability on participation. Ability is 

often cited as important driver in participation literature (e.g., Auh et al., 2007; Meuter et al., 

2005), but this relationship seems absent in IBOCs. We find a significant linear effect of ability 

in the IBOC linear model (see Table 3), but it vanishes when we include quadratic and 
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interaction effects. The OC experts indicated that this result reflects reality (M = 5.50), because 

the IBOCs are associated with low levels of financial risks. Members do not fear that their lack 

of ability may have consequences since the risks in IBOCs are more nonmonetary (e.g., social 

risk, Mitchell, 1998). 

These arguments, and the non-existence of a direct effect of ability in IBOCs, are 

supported by our interaction effect finding. IBOCs members seem not to care much about low 

ability, but instead focus on the benefits of high enjoyment. In IBOCs, this trade-off between 

ability and enjoyment may even be the central mechanism, such that ability and a focus on cost 

efficiency may only have a positive impact on participation when enjoyment is low. One expert 

(R02_F_51) states that less able members of her community are often more active. Two other 

OC experts (R06_M_31; R09_M_47) affirmed this reasoning by offering real-world examples of 

OC members who enjoy participating so much that they engage in greater participation, even 

though the content they provide lacks quality.  

Finally, in contrast to prior research that has emphasized the importance of social 

components in OCs (Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2006; Dholakia et al., 2009; Mathwick et al., 2008), 

as well as with our predictions, we found that co-members’ cooperation showed a negative 

effect. Our experts are mixed in their evaluation of whether this result fully reflects reality (M = 

3.70). One explanation from our experts (R10_M_35) for this effect is “lurking,” or what has 

been termed as “peripheral participation” (Yeow, Johnson, and Faraj 2006). If some community 

members are very active and very cooperative, then other members might feel it is unnecessary 

to contribute to and cooperate in a similar fashion. Another explanation (R09_M_47) is that 

members sign up only to have a look but then become inactive, even though other members are 

very cooperative.   
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In regards to the negative effect of cooperation on participation, one of the experts 

offered a potential explanation: It results from the “fear of not being able to communicate at the 

right level or contributing content that is perceived by others as unqualified or ridiculous” 

(R05_M_36). That is, if other members seem highly cooperative, the focal member may face 

increasing, instead of decreasing, costs of participation owing to the pressure to participate at the 

same (qualitative) level and guarantee balanced reciprocity. Otherwise, the focal member may 

worry about suffering reputational losses or receiving complaints from co-members. This result 

challenges established opinions and former research, but it suggests that social components 

might have a dark side as well.  

These results thus offer a wide range of insights into the antecedents of participation. 

Role clarity is indisputably the main lever even though enjoyment still represents a meaningful 

variable influencing participation, especially as a boundary condition that may mitigate the 

effects of role clarity and ability on participation.  

Contributions 

We contribute to service literature in several ways. First, we identify factors that 

influence the behavior of existing customers—in our context, members of an IBOC. Our findings 

contribute to a better understanding of how to increase members’ participation and thus OC 

success. Second, we transfer insights from participation literature to a community domain, which 

surprisingly has not been attempted previously. In so doing, we assess the influence of factors 

that research has predicted are key to participation in a general service delivery within an OC 

context (Auh et al., 2007; Guo et al., 2013; Meuter et al., 2005). Third, we enrich participation 

literature by considering nonlinear effects. To the best of our knowledge, this study is the first to 

do this. We show that in an online context, it is necessary to account for the nonlinear effects of 
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the key drivers of participation, namely role clarity and ability (e.g., Auh et al., 2007; Meuter et 

al., 2005). Failing to do so disguises the disproportionate effects that they exert on participation 

in IBOCs. Our approach leads to more accurate conclusions for both theory and management. 

Fourth, we identify boundary conditions that challenge the impact of ability and role clarity as 

antecedents. Enjoyment has been previously identified as an important hedonic antecedent of 

customer participation (Dabholkar and Bagozzi, 2002; Yim et al., 2012). By including it also as 

a moderator, we reveal that enjoyment weakens the effects of (lacking) ability and of (lacking) 

role clarity. Thus our results highlight the importance of accounting for antecedents that exert 

direct and linear impacts but also considering their nonlinear and/or indirect effects. 

Finally, from a methodological standpoint, we contribute by introducing a fairly 

uncommon procedure to the service marketing and management literature: what we term “expert 

result reflection.” By asking OC experts to review our controversial results, we gained valuable 

insights that increase the external validity of our results and enrich the participation literature. 

Thus we infused expert opinions and information about their managerial practices into our 

findings. Normally expert studies are used to contribute new and original data to a study. 

Involving experts and making them part of the quality assessment of the data that emerged 

within a project is, to the best of our knowledge, unusual. In Marketing we have seen expert 

judges involved in the scale development process (e.g., Hardesty and Bearden, 2004) and in the 

managerial implication section (Roggeveen, Tsiros and Grewal, 2012). We have not, however, 

seen experts—i.e., managers that regularly deal with the consumer behavior under study—being 

asked to judge how much the empirical study results match their reality and why. We believe this 

procedure enhances the relevance of research to the managerial world. Thus, we encourage 

others scholars to follow the same route and apply the method of “expert result reflection.”  
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Managerial Implications 

Our results provide meaningful insights into the antecedents of participation in IBOCs, 

revealing potential means for managers to increase participation, and indirectly contribute to OC 

survival and its revenues. 

First, because ability does not affect participation in IBOCs, the providers of an IBOC do 

not need to worry that lacking ability will be a barrier to participation. This also means that 

IBOC providers can effectively target all potential members alike regardless of their ability level.  

Second, members’ expectations of the provider’s responsiveness seem to be high, and 

providers’ behavior has an impact on participation, likely because of the social risk that 

predominates in IBOCs, where legal frameworks provide less protection. Therefore, IBOC 

providers should proactively monitor members’ compliance with social norms and lower the 

social risk by establishing a strong code of conduct. For example, one of our IBOC experts 

(R06_M_31) explained that the moderators in his community “have extended rights and can edit 

or even delete posts of other members if our general terms and conditions have been breached.” 

Members need clear signals that the provider will protect them against public insults or 

reputation loss.  

Third, the most effective lever to enhance participation is increasing members’ role 

clarity and thus the community-specific knowledge. The OC provider can encourage a 

homogeneous, high level of role clarity among members through careful community design, and 

its design budget should be allocated mainly to features that increase role clarity. One IBOC 

expert (R09_M_47) concurs: “When we improved our forum navigation, a clear increase in 

contributions especially by new members was observed. The old [navigation] was easy to use 

only for insiders, that is, old members.” To increase role clarity, the OC might classify members 
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according to their experience and designate experts, premium/gold members, or moderators, 

because such classifications likely enhance role clarity: “[Moderators] help with questions from 

the community on how to use the platform” (R06_M_31), suggests one of our experts. 

Establishing a mentoring program within the community might provide a useful, personal 

support tool for OC newcomers, because senior members “are especially good role models to 

indicate the need for proactive participation, spell out community values, and explain the 

elements of effective participation” (Tsai and Bagozzi, 2014, p. 159). 

Fourth, our results reveal the effect that enjoyment shows in interaction with other 

antecedents. Enjoyment mitigates the effect of ability on participation as well as of role clarity. 

These results can be interpreted as follows: Enjoyment is able to mitigate a member’s feelings, 

on an abstract level, of lacking personal traits (ability). Likewise if the provider creates an 

environment that leads to feelings of diminished role clarity (as specific knowledge of the role 

within this community), enjoyment can ameliorate the negative effects. 

Fifth, we recommend aiming to enhance enjoyment given its potential mitigating effects 

and because it is an antecedent. For example, Facebook regularly introduces innovations, which 

may help explain its long-term success and continued growth (Bonnington, 2014). Despite the 

positive effects of enjoyment and new features, however, OC providers should bear in mind the 

trade-off between increasing enjoyment and reducing role clarity. To balance the advantages and 

disadvantages of new features, the OC provider might offer users the option to personalize their 

access, such that they can decide which OC features to install when they log in to their accounts. 

Then OC newcomers would see and use basic functions until they gain more role clarity, even as 

experts use the whole range of available features. 
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Sixth, we found the negative effect of co-member cooperation remarkable and reflected 

on this result with our experts. OC providers need to realize that cooperative behaviors can exert 

social pressures, such that members feel obliged to participate at the same (qualitative) level, but 

fears about their ability to do so may deter them. In response, the OC provider could introduce a 

user status system to differentiate members according to their OC experience: learners, new 

members, advanced users, experts, or moderators, for example. By delineating the reasonable 

expectations of other members, this system might relieve the social pressure on a particular 

member. This recommendation could combine effectively with the introduction of mentoring 

programs and greater OC usability to increase focal members’ confidence in their skills.  

Seventh, our results indicate that all stakeholders can influence the level of participation 

of any focal member. If a community provider seeks to increase participation, this must be 

considered. If, say, the effects of co-members are neglected, a provider cannot address the 

possible negative outcomes of co-members’ cooperation. Furthermore, all OC providers should 

seek to increase participation, given its importance for their long-term existence (Cho and 

Menor, 2010).  

Limitations and Further Research 

Our research design is subject to several limitations. We sought to gain insights into the 

important antecedents of participation, but additional research is needed to investigate and 

develop effective community-specific tools to increase these antecedents, particularly for 

community managers. We differentiated three focal member antecedents, but we considered only 

one provider and one co-member antecedent. We hope further research investigates the 

antecedents of these stakeholder groups in more detail. Furthermore, we gathered data at only 

one point in time, whereas future research might gather longitudinal data as well. 
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TABLE 1 
Measures and Descriptive Statistics 

Indicators Factor 
Loadings 

AVE aa CR Mean  
(SE) 

Member’s role clarity (Köhler et al., 2011; Meuter et al., 2005) 
I am well informed about how [community] work/s.  
I have knowledge of the advantages and disadvantages of using [community]. 
I know what is expected of me if I use [community]. 
I know all the rules and principles that have to be considered being active in [community].  

 
.87 
.85 
.89 
.70 

.69 .89 .90 5.57  
(1.23) 

Member’s ability (Auh et al., 2007; Meuter et al., 2005)  .86   5.17  
I possess good knowledge of the possibilities that [community] can offer. .92    (1.45) 
I am capable of using all technical features of [community] well. .94     
Member’s enjoyment (Venkatesh et al., 2002)  .82 .93 .93 4.86  
I find bartering via/activities in [community] to be enjoyable. .90    (1.42) 
I felt very good about my last activities in [community]. .89     
I have fun trading goods via/being active in [community]. .93     
Co-members’ cooperation (*Auh et al., 2007, **Ridings et al., 2006)   .70 .88 .88 5.20  
My exchange partners behave fairly in dealing with me.** .85    (1.18) 
My exchange partners are usually quick in answering on my messages and posts.* .82     
My exchange partners are usually flexible/helpful when dealing with any concerns I have.*  .84     
Provider’s responsiveness (Auh et al., 2007)  .85   3.67  
I can rely upon [community] to find a solution when there is a problem. .94    (1.55) 
[Community] takes seriously any concerns I have. .90     
Participation for IBOCs (Gallan et al., 2013)  .65 .90 .90 4.06 
During my visits to [community], I actively shared information with other members. .70    (1.48) 
I try to keep my [community] profile updated. .76     
I made considerable effort to keep myself informed via [community]. .85     
I worked hard to participate regularly on [community]. .90     
I put a lot of effort into being a good [community] member. .80     
a "a” refers to Cronbachs’alpha. 
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TABLE 2 

Discriminant Validity Assessment 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 
1 Member‘s role clarity .69               
2 (Member’s role clarity)² .46               
3 Member’s ability .59 .25 .86             
4 (Member’s ability)² .27 .54 .20 –            
5 Member’s enjoyment .16 .12 .12 .10 .82           
6 Enjoyment × Member’s role clarity .53 .23 .35 .16 .81 –          
7 Enjoyment × (Member’s role clarity)² .31 .61 .14 .27 .02 .10 –         
8 Enjoyment × Member’s ability .43 .17 .60 .15 .69 .85 .07 –        
9 Enjoyment × (Member’s ability)² .10 .32 .09 .77 .00 .01 .23 .01 –       
10 Co-members’ cooperation  .24 .24 .23 .18 .26 .33 .15 .32 .06 .70      
11 Provider’s responsiveness .04 .04 .06 .01 .19 .17 .01 .19 .00 .08 .85     
12 Participation .07 .02 .10 .05 .30 .28 .01 .31 .01 .08 .23 .65    
13 Community tenure .00 .00 .01 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .01 .00 .00 .00 –   
14 Age .00 .00 .02 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 –  
15 Gender .00 .02 .00 .01 .02 .02 .02 .00 .01 .02 .01 .00 .00 .00 – 
Notes: Bold numbers on the diagonal indicate the average variance extracted; numbers on the off-diagonal represent the squared correlation. 
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TABLE 3 

Effects of Participation Antecedents  

Path Tested  Standardized Path Coefficients β Result of hypotheses testing 

  Linear Model Final Model   
Member’s ability   .205*** -.073n.s.   
Member’s ability²    -.027n.s. H1:  Not supported 
Member’s role clarity  -.079n.s. .065n.s.   
Member’s role clarity²   .326*** H2:  Supported 
Member’s enjoyment  .427*** .298*. H3:  Supported 
Co-members’ cooperation  -.069n.s. -.067* H5:  Not supported 
Provider’s responsiveness  .280*** .295*** H6:  Supported 
Member’s ability × Enjoyment   .433*   
Member’s ability² × Enjoyment    -.175** H4a:  Supported 
Member’s role clarity × Enjoyment    -.140n.s.   

Member’s role clarity² × Enjoyment   -.155* H4b:  Supported 

Control variables:      
Community tenure à Participation  .013n.s. -.025n.s.   
Age à Participation  .068*. .084***   
Gender à Participation  .056*. .057**   
* p < .1. ** p < .05. *** p < .01. 
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TABLE 4 

Participants in the Expert Survey  

ID Type of 

Community 

Gender Age Position 

R01_M_31 employees male 31 PR-Manager 
R02_F_51 Q&A community female 51 CEO 
R03_F_28 social  female 28 PR-Manager 
R04_F_47 Q&A community female 47 –– 
R05_M_36 outdoor/tourism male 36 Head of R&D 
R06_M_31 books male 31 Marketing 
R07_M_46 Q&A community male 46 –– 
R08_M_35 sharing products  male 35 CEO 
R09_M_47 photographers male 47 CEO 
R10_M_35 sharing products male 35 CEO 
Note: Two respondents did not offer any information on their current position. 
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FIGURE 1 

Conceptual Model of Participation Antecedents 
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