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Background: Use of online communities for knowledge generation has become a common
phenomenon. In order for online communities to serve as affective spaces for knowledge
generation and exchange, members need to behave in ways that are in line with good
citizenship. However, because of the limited research, not much is known about citizenship
behaviour in such communities and the factors that foster such conduct.
Objectives: This article aims to examine the performance of citizenship behaviours by
members of online customer communities, and the factors that influence this.
Methodology: Data were collected from 303 contributing members of online customer
communities using a structured questionnaire. Structural equation modelling was used to
analyse the data collected.
Results: The findings show moderate levels of engagement in citizenship behaviours among
the respondents. Engagement in citizenship behaviours was in general found to be influenced
more by the level of affective commitment towards the community than by the perceived
levels of social support. Both affective commitment and perceived social support were found
to have less influence on compliant citizenship behaviour when compared with altruism and
personal initiative. Affective commitment was found to influence personal initiative most
strongly, while social support had its strongest influence on altruism.
Conclusion: The results provide insights for managers of online customer communities into
factors to which they should give attention in order to enhance the performance of citizenship
behaviours.

Introduction
The evolution of the Internet over the years, and particularly the introduction of Web 2.0
technologies, has resulted in websites moving from being static pages to dynamic ones that
allow users to generate content (Brake 2014:591). This has had a great impact on marketing
activities, including market intelligence generation and sharing. O’Connor (2010:754) specifically
points out that, as a result of Web 2.0, the Internet has evolved from being a medium for push
marketing to one where ‘peer-to-peer generation and sharing of data has become the norm’.
Companies and consumers are increasingly developing websites on their own whose sole
function is to facilitate group sharing of information. Zadeh and Sharda (2014:59) note that such
sites, commonly known as online customer communities, have become a common phenomenon
across industries. Online customer communities allow interested individuals to register on
community websites, thereby gaining membership that allows them to connect with other
members and share product- and service-related knowledge and experiences. Content generated
on customer online community sites can be a useful source of intelligence for marketing
decision-making (Chiu et al. 2015a:477).
Irrespective of whether an online community is company- or independently initiated, the ability
of such sites to succeed as effective knowledge-sharing spaces largely depends on the
collaborative efforts of their members. This is because how members interact on online
community sites can influence their satisfaction with sites and their willingness to continue
sharing knowledge (Chiu et al. 2011:144). Research shows that managers of online communities
often struggle to attract and maintain significant numbers of contributors on their sites (Malinen
2015:228). Among the main reasons why users refrain from actively participating in online
communities are issues of anti-social behaviour (Brandtzæg & Heim 2008:15). Common
examples of such behaviour on online community sites include intolerance, which can manifest
itself in the use of sarcastic, indecent or inflammatory language in responding to other people’s
postings. Responses and comments posted on online community sites that attack other people’s
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character – including making one feel grossly uninformed
or incompetent – can be upsetting.
With online community sites becoming a growing point for
generating business intelligence and considering the
potential effect that the quality of interaction can have on
knowledge sharing in such communities, the need for a
better understanding of the factors that enhance prosocial
behaviours on such platforms cannot be overemphasised.
This article aims to contribute to this understanding by
examining the performance of citizenship behaviours and
their antecedents in online customer communities. It does so
through the lens of social exchange theory.
The article has been structured such that the next section
outlines the research problems and objectives of this study.
This is followed by a review of the literature, and a
presentation of the details of the methodology followed in
conducting the study and of the results. Thereafter,
conclusions drawn from the study are outlined before
discussing their theoretical and managerial implications.
Finally, the limitations of the study are presented, and
suggestions for future research are offered before concluding
the study.

Research problem and objectives
As social organisations, online community sites are bound to
fail if member behaviour is not constructive and beneficial to
the community as a whole and to its individual members. As
noted by Chiu et al. (2015b:504), citizenship behaviour is
about conduct that is prosocial – that is, it is known to
promote the effective functioning of groups (Podsakoff et al.
2014:88). However, much research on citizenship behaviour
is focused on employees in organisations (Gore, Kiefner &
Combs 2012:2434). Anaza (2014:251) further observes that
while calls have been made to expand the research on
citizenship behaviour including examining its manifestations
in online contexts, research in this area is done predominantly
from an offline perspective. By examining the concept of
citizenship behaviour in the context of online customer
communities and their precursors, this article contributes to
addressing these gaps.
The article posits that citizenship behaviour in online
customer communities manifests in varied and distinctive
ways. Based on social exchange theory, the article further
posits that citizenship behaviour in online customer
communities is influenced by the perceived level of social
support and by members’ level of affective commitment
towards their communities. Accordingly, the article proposes
and tests a conceptual model that includes citizenship
behaviour as a multidimensional construct and views social
support and affective commitment as antecedents of
citizenship behaviours. The specific objectives of the article
are thus (1) to investigate levels of performance of citizenship
behaviour by members of online customer communities;
(2) to investigate the main dimensions of citizenship
behaviour in online customer communities; (3) to examine
http://www.sajim.co.za

Original Research

the influence of social support on performance of citizenship
behaviour in online customer communities; (4) to examine
the influence of affective commitment on performance of
citizenship behaviour in online customer communities; and
(5) to test the relationship between social support and
affective commitment in online customer communities.

Theoretical framework and research
hypotheses
Citizenship behaviour

Conceived by Bateman and Organ (1983), the concept of
organisational citizenship behaviour (OCB) has its roots in
the work of Barnard (1938), particularly in his argument on
the importance of ‘willingness to cooperate’ for the effective
functioning of an organisation (Markóczy, Vora & Xin
2009:323). According to Organ (1990:44), Barnard’s emphasis
in his 1938 publication on the role of willingness to cooperate
in explaining the effective functioning of organisations set
him apart from the widely accepted thought of his day, which
was in line with classical management theory. He noted that
this theory presumes that individuals in an organisation lack
the capacity or disposition to cooperate spontaneously and
that only formal structures and controls enforced by
management can ensure such behaviour. The argument
advanced by Barnard in 1938 is that management’s
establishment and enforcement of formal structure and
controls alone is not enough and that it needs the employees’
willingness to cooperate to ensure optimal contributions for
the effective functioning of organisations.
Since being proposed, the concept of OCB has been
investigated by many researchers. A review of the literature,
however, shows a lack of consensus on whether to
conceptualise the construct as unidimensional or as
multidimensional. Studies by Wong, Wong and Ngo
(2012:287) and Van Knippenberg, Van Prooijen and Sleebos
(2015:156), for example, examined organisational citizenship
as a unidimensional construct, while Anaza (2014:254) and
Boiral and Paillé (2012:435) took a multidimensional
perspective. Commenting on the two approaches, Chiu et al.
(2015b:505) argued for the multidimensional perspective,
noting that – while it leads to complex research models – it
helps to guard against a considerable loss of information
about the relationship between different OCBs and other
variables. Accordingly, this study takes a multidimensional
approach in conceptualising citizenship behaviour in online
customer communities. Anaza (2014:251) pointed out that
customers exhibit different types of citizenship behaviours
online. In the context of this study, it is of interest to examine
the extent to which citizenship behaviours are distinct from
one another and the relative influence of precursor factors
on the different citizenship behaviours. This necessitated
adopting a multidimensional perspective in examining
citizenship behaviour. However, it is important to note that
the literature shows that, even where the multidimensional
approach is adopted, there are wide variations in what
researchers consider to be important dimensions that
manifest citizenship behaviour.
Open Access
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Among the widely cited multidimensional conceptualisations
of citizenship behaviour are those by Smith, Organ and Near
(1983:657) and Organ (1988:4). Smith et al. (1983:657) noted
that citizenship behaviour includes two main dimensions,
which they called ‘altruism’ and ‘compliance’. Altruism was
presented to capture behaviour aimed at directly helping
individual persons, while compliance was noted to be
impersonal in that it encapsulates behaviour directed at the
organisation or unit. Later, Organ (1988:4) distinguished five
dimensions: altruism, conscientiousness, sportsmanship,
courtesy and civic virtue. However, a meta-analysis of OCB
studies conducted by LePine, Erez and Johnson (2002:52)
found very high correlations between the five dimensions,
indicating some overlaps that could compromise the
discriminant validity of the dimensions. Another problem
associated with the dimensions proposed by Organ (1988:4),
as noted by Moon, Van Dyne and Wrobel (2005:2), is that they
fail to capture behaviours that are change-oriented, such as
innovativeness and taking personal initiative.
Commenting on the important dimensions of citizenship
behaviour, Yu and Chu (2007:325) argued that researchers
need to take into consideration the context under study in
deciding which behaviours to focus on when measuring the
construct. Considering the need to take into account both
behaviours that directly benefit the organisation and those
that directly benefit the individual, as well as the importance
of capturing behaviours that denote pro-activeness, this
study focuses on the dimensions of altruism, compliance and
personal initiative. As online customer communities are
meant to encourage engagement on consumer-related issues,
the willingness of individuals to help other members by, for
example, responding to consumption-related questions or
concerns that they may have, is an important element of
behaviour on such sites; hence, the inclusion of altruism as an
important dimension of online customer community
citizenship behaviour. Because engagement by its very nature
means that individual members’ conduct affects other
members, their ready willingness to cooperate and to comply
with community regulations and rules is an important
attribute; hence, the inclusion of compliance. On the other
hand, personal initiative is important in such a context, as it
has the potential to ensure informed dialogue, thereby
enhancing the quality of the knowledge generated.
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FIGURE 1: Organisational citizenship behaviour and its precursors in customer
online communities.

exchanges involving tangible and intangible resources, with
tangible and intangible benefits and costs (Chang et al.
2015:868). Examples of costs include time and energy spent in
the course of social exchange. Benefits that one can derive
from a social system include friendship, love, respect, the
pleasure of being with another, information, status and
honour (Chang et al. 2015:868; Liao 2008:1882). These benefits
are core to the social exchange theory, serving as a source of
positive reinforcement in relationships. Another important
argument advanced by the theory is that social exchange
follows a ‘pattern of mutually contingent exchanges of
gratification between parties’ (Wong et al. 2012:279). In other
words, the theory holds that beneficial acts towards another
social actor are reciprocated through service and the
expression of gratitude. For this reason, the concept of
reciprocity is known to be central to social exchange theory
(Tanskanen 2015:579).
Keeping in mind the fact that online customer communities
are primarily there to serve as social spaces for interaction
and to provide support to members, this study argues that
the performance of customer citizenship behaviour is directly
influenced by the levels of perceived support derived from a
community. Wu, Chen and Chung (2010:1028) state that
commitment is a behavioural outcome that is highly
dependent on satisfaction, with benefits derived in exchange
relations. Accordingly, this study includes commitment as a
factor that is influenced by the perceived level of community
support. Commitment is also postulated to have an impact
on customer citizenship behaviour.

As noted before, the underlying theory used in this study to
examine citizenship behaviour and its antecedents is social
exchange theory. The next section looks at this theory in some
detail.

The subsections that follow discuss the constructs in the
model and their proposed relationships (Figure 1).

Social exchange theory and the proposed
conceptual model

According to Van Knippenberg et al. (2015:153), the concept
of ‘perceived organisational support’ is all about the extent
to which an organisation is perceived to fulfil its role in
social exchange relations. Studies by Chiu et al. (2015b:506)
and Hajli (2014:19) have identified informational and
emotional support as key benefits that people derive from
online networks. The online community can thus be viewed
as an organisation that serves as a source of knowledge

The social exchange theory ‘focuses on voluntary exchanges
of value by actors (people, organisations) in a social system’
(Tanskanen 2015:578). Rooted in the works of Gouldner
(1960), Homans (1958), and Blau (1964), the theory holds that
all aspects of social life can be conceived of as a series of
http://www.sajim.co.za
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resources that benefit individual members when shared.
Online customer communities serve the particularly
important role of assisting customers in their consumptionrelated decisions by shaping their perceptions of the
products and services as well as firms.

consequently work to contribute to organisational goals.
Taking cognisance of the importance of active membership
for the survival of online communities, in looking at
commitment this study accordingly focuses on affective
commitment towards online community.

The norm of reciprocity advanced in the social exchange
theory points to the fact that organisational support, as a
benefit that people derive from being members of an online
customer community, should lead to a sense of obligation on
the part of an individual to respond positively towards that
community. Chiang and Hsieh (2012:186) provide empirical
evidence in support of the positive relationship between
organisational support and behavioural response. Even
in varied contexts, the studies specifically found that
organisational support exerts a significant positive influence
on citizenship behaviour. A study conducted in the context
of online communities by Chen, Chen and Farn (2010:200)
found that information, service and social climate influenced
member satisfaction and that this in turn exerted a positive
influence on members’ willingness to engage in citizenship
behaviour. Taking into consideration that this study examines
citizenship behaviour at the individual dimensional level,
the hypotheses put forward are that:

Findings by Zayas-Ortiz et al. (2015:101) show that
commitment is actually a significant antecedent of OCB and
that affective commitment has a particularly significant
influence on such behaviour. The fact that affective
commitment is associated with high levels of identification
may help explain this. As noted by Chiu et al. (2015b:509), the
more a person identifies with an organisation, the more likely
they are to act in its best interests. Accordingly, it is
hypothesised in this study that:

H1a: There is a significant positive relationship between
perceived level of social support and compliance in online
customer communities.
H1b: There is a significant positive relationship between
perceived level of social support and altruism in online
customer communities.
H1c: There is a significant positive relationship between
perceived level of social support and the taking of personal
initiative in online customer communities.

Affective commitment, customer citizenship
behaviour, and social support
Commitment is widely acknowledged in the literature to be
critical for the development of long-term relations
(Mpinganjira, Svensson & Mysen 2015:455). A literature
review shows that commitment can manifest itself
emotionally as well as behaviourally through, for example,
strong intentions to maintain membership (Zayas-Ortiz et al.
2015:94). The emotional manifestation of commitment,
commonly referred to as affective commitment, shows
psychological attachment to or identification with an
organisation. Duarte (2015:2) notes that affective commitment
causes people to remain in a relationship because ‘they want
to’ and not because ‘they have to’. Consequently, affective
commitment is a good indicator of the quality of a relationship.
Zayas-Ortiz et al. (2015:94) describe affective commitment as
‘the most valued behaviour’ in organisations. Xerri and
Brunetto (2013:3166) observe that individuals who are
affectively committed to an organisation are considered to be
loyal, tend to be actively involved in organisational activities
and to be concerned with organisational well-being, and
http://www.sajim.co.za

H2a: There is a significant positive relationship between
affective commitment and compliance in online customer
communities.
H2b: There is a significant positive relationship between
affective commitment and altruism in online customer
communities.
H2c: There is a significant positive relationship between
affective commitment and the taking of personal initiative in
online customer communities.
Furthermore, this study posits that the level of affective
commitment is influenced by social support. This argument
is in line with the social exchange theory, in that it also points
to reciprocation. Affective commitment in this case can be
viewed as a form of reciprocation for the benefit of social
support. Studies by Im, Lee and Kim (2015:1) and by Wang,
Kraut and Levine (2012:833) provided empirical evidence of
the influence that support can have on commitment. They
specifically found that, in organisations, the perceived level
of support exerts a significant positive influence on
commitment towards an organisation. Gutierrez, Candela
and Carver (2012:1604) also found that beneficial relations
result in commitment. Accordingly, it is hypothesised in this
study that:
H3: There is a significant positive relationship between
perceived level of social support and affective commitment
in online customer communities.

Methodology

Research approach
This article was part of a larger study of online customer
communities. The study followed a quantitative research
approach. The decision to take this approach was informed
by the need to collect data from a large number of respondents
and then to use it to test the hypotheses statistically. Zikmund
and Babin (2012:92) note that the quantitative approach
allows easy collection of data from a large number of
respondents. They also note that the statistical testing of
Open Access
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relationships between constructs requires data from a larger
number of respondents than when non-statistical approaches
are used to analyse data.

Target population and sampling
The target population for this study was individuals who
contribute to discussions in online customer communities.
The study was conducted in Gauteng, South Africa. Due to
the need to ensure informed consent, only individuals aged
18 and above were allowed to participate in the study. As
there was no list available of participants in customer online
communities from which to draw a random sample, the
study made use of a non-probability sampling method in
the form of convenience sampling of selected respondents.
Use of the convenience sampling method is common and
widely accepted in business research, including studies in
e-marketing. Carlson and O’Cass (2011:273) observe that
studies have consistently shown that convenience sampling
is an efficient and suitable method to adopt during data
collection.

Measures and data collection
Data collection was done using a structured questionnaire.
All constructs of interest in this study were adapted from the
literature and operationalised as multi-item measures. This is
because, unlike single-item measures, multi-item measures
have the advantage of being more reliable and less prone to
random measurement errors (Hahn 2011). Items used to
measure compliance were specifically adapted from Fang
and Chiu (2010:245) and Bell and Menguc (2002:146). Items
used to measure altruism were adapted from Chen, Fan and
Tsai (2014:172), and Ma and Chan (2014:57). Items used to
measure personal initiative were adapted from studies by
Choi (2007:476) and by Bateman and Crant (1993:112). Social
support was measured using items adapted from Eisenberger
et al. (1997:815) and Bell and Menguc (2002:146), while items
used to measure affective commitment were adapted from
Allen and Meyer (1990:6). The use of scales adapted from the
literature helped to enhance the face validity of the measures.
All the items were measured using a seven-point Likert scale
that ranged from 1 = very strongly disagree to 7 = very
strongly agree.
Trained research assistants were used to collect the data.
Potential respondents were approached at various public
places in Gauteng, including shopping malls and parking
bays, and invited to participate in the study. Respondents
were asked to keep one specific online customer community
in mind when responding to the questions. By the end of the
data collection period, a total of 303 usable questionnaires
had been received.

Original Research

remaining 41.4% aged between 30 and 49. Respondents who
indicated that they had been part of their online customer
community for a period of no more than 3 years totalled
53.8%, with 16.2% indicating that they had been part of their
online customer community for less than 1 year. Of the 46.2%
who indicated they had been part of their respective
communities for more than 2 years, only 17.2% had been
members for longer than 5 years. Respondents who indicated
that their communities were company-initiated totalled
26.1%, while 73.9% indicated theirs as independently
initiated.

Data analysis
Version 22 of SPSS/AMOS software was used to analyse the
data. The analysis stage followed a two-step process as
advocated by Hair et al. (2010:730). The first step involved
assessing the measurement model for goodness of fit,
construct reliability and construct validity. The initial
measurement model had five constructs and 18 indicator
items. However, cross-loading problems were observed
during the initial factor analysis involving one item under
personal initiative and one under altruism. The two items
had loadings greater than 0.3 on more than one factor.
According to Hair et al. (2010:119), deletion of items is
recommended when there is evidence of cross-loading. The
final measurement model assessed thus had 5 factors and 16
items.
The second stage involved testing the structural model to
examine the results of the hypothesised relationships
between constructs. As recommended by Hair et al. (2010),
multiple fit indices were used to assess the measurement
model’s goodness of fit. These included the normed chisquare value, the Goodness-of-Fit Index (GFI), the Adjusted
Goodness-of-Fit Index (AGFI), the Comparative Fit Index
(CFI), the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), and the Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA). Construct
reliability was assessed by examining composite reliability
coefficients. Construct validity testing involved the
assessment of convergent validity, discriminant validity and
nomological validity. As recommended by Hair et al.
(2010:695), convergent validity was assessed by examining
factor loadings and Average Variance Extracted (AVE) scores.
Just as with convergent validity, discriminant validity was
assessed in two ways: (1) by comparing AVE scores with
Maximum Shared Variance (MSV) scores; and (2) by
comparing the square root of AVE scores with inter-construct
correlation values. Nomological validity, on the other hand,
was assessed by examining the correlation between the
factors hypothesised in the model, as related to one another.

Results

Assessment of the measurement model

Sample characteristics
The sample characteristics showed that 44.9% of the
respondents were male and 55.1% were female respondents.
Respondents aged between 18 and 29 totalled 58.6%, with the
http://www.sajim.co.za

Results of the confirmatory factor analysis showed good fit
when conducted on the 5 constructs and 16 indicator
variables to test the measurement properties of the constructs
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in the conceptual model. Specifically, the results showed a
chi-square statistic of 241.562 with 94 degrees of freedom and
a significant p value of 0.000. The normed chi-square value
was 2.570, the GFI was 0.908, the AGFI was 0.867, the CFI was
0.953, the TLI was 0.940 and the RMSEA was 0.072. These
statistics are within the recommended thresholds for good fit,
following Gaskin (2015). Assessment of construct reliability
(Table 1) showed that all constructs were reliable, as
evidenced by composite reliability coefficients greater than
0.7. The actual values ranged from 0.884 to 0.888, confirming
high reliability, following Hair et al. (2010:710).
The results provide evidence of convergent validity,
discriminant validity, and nomological validity (Table 2).
With regard to convergent validity, the results show that all
constructs had an AVE value of greater than 0.5, ranging

Original Research

from 0.641 to 0.726. According to Hair et al. (2010:695), AVE
values greater than 0.5 provide evidence of unidimensionality
of constructs, confirming convergent validity. The results
also show that the AVE value for each construct was greater
than MSV (Table 3). Furthermore, the results show that
the square root of AVE value for all factors was greater
than inter-construct correlations. According to Hair et al.
(2010:710), square roots of AVE values that are greater
than inter-construct correlations provide evidence of
discriminant validity. The inter-construct correlation
coefficients (presented in Table 3) show that the
correlations between the conceptual model’s hypothesised
relationships were all statistically significant. Following
Hair et al. (2010:710), significant correlations between
constructs hypothesised as such in a model provide
evidence confirming nomological validity.

TABLE 1: Measurement items, reliability, and factor loadings.
Constructs and items

Composite reliability

SS – Social support

Factor loadings

0.882

-

SS 1 – The online community cares about my opinions

-

0.681

SS 2 – Help is available from the online community when I have a problem

-

0.757

SS 3 – The online community offers suggestions when I need help

-

0.776

SS 4 – The online community shows concern for me

-

0.738

AC – Affective commitment

0.844

-

AC 1 – I feel feelings of belonging towards the online community

-

0.718

AC 2 – I am happy to spend time with the online community

-

0.771

AC 3 – The online community has a great deal of personal meaning for me

-

0.791

Compl – Compliance

0.888

-

Compl 1 – I obey online community rules

-

0.795

Compl 2 – I comply with online community regulations

-

0.846

Compl 3 – I follow my online community participating procedures

-

0.807

Altr – Altruism

0.842

-

Altr 1 – I enjoy helping other members of the community with their problems

-

0.735

Altr 2 – I am always ready to assist other members of the online community

-

0.769

Altr 3 – I willingly help other members of the online community who have problems

-

0.775

PI – Personal initiative

0.869

-

PI 1 – I often suggest solutions to issues that members are unhappy about

-

0.751

PI 2 – I am driven to make a difference in this community

-

0.816

PI 3 – I have been a powerful force for constructive change through this online community

-

0.803

SS, social support; AC, affective commitment; Compl, compliance; Altr, altruism; PI, personal initiative.

TABLE 2: Hypothesis test results.
Predictor variable

Predicted variable

Applicable hypothesis

Standardised regression coefficient

Standard error

p

Social support

Compliance

H1a

0.190

0.073

0.011

Hypothesis supported

Altruism

H1b

0.236

0.062

0.000

Hypothesis supported

Personal initiative

H1c

0.252

0.065

0.000

Hypothesis supported

Compliance

H2a

0.522

0.078

0.000

Hypothesis supported

Altruism

H2b

0.674

0.068

0.000

Hypothesis supported

Personal initiative

H2c

0.663

0.070

0.000

Hypothesis supported

Affective commitment

H3

0.598

0.071

0.000

Hypothesis supported

Affective commitment

Social support

Conclusion

TABLE 3: Descriptives, construct correlation and validity.
Construct

Mean

Standard deviation

SS

AC

Compl

Altr

PI

SS

5.55

1.173

0.808

-

-

-

-

AC

5.65

1.228

0.596

0.802

-

-

-

Compl

5.80

1.131

0.480

0.575

0.852

-

-

Altr

5.56

1.125

0.617

0.727

0.652

0.800

-

PI

5.58

1.189

0.627

0.745

0.488

0.796

0.830

Average

-

-

0.652

0.644

0.726

0.641

0.689

MSV

-

-

0.393

0.555

0.425

0.634

0.634

SS, social support; AC, affective commitment; Compl, compliance; Altr, altruism; PI, personal initiative; MSV, maximum shared variance.
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Hypothesis testing
After validating the measurement model, the hypothesised
relationships between the constructs were tested using
Structural Equation Modelling. The results (presented in
Table 2) show that social support has a significant influence
on the performance of citizenship behaviours, evidenced by
significant regression coefficients between social support and
compliance ( β = 0.190, p = 0.011), social support and altruism
( β = 0.236, p = 0.000) and social support and personal initiative
( β = 0.252, p = 0.000). Accordingly, hypotheses H1a, H1b and
H1c are supported.
The results on affective commitment and citizenship
behaviours (Table 2) also show significant regression
coefficients of β = 0.522, p = 0.000 for the relationship between
affective commitment and compliance; β = 0.674, p = 0.000 for
the relationship between affective commitment and altruism;
and β = 0.663, p = 0.000 for the relationship between affective
commitment and personal initiative. The results thus provide
support for hypotheses H2a, H2b and H2c. The results
further show that social support exerts a significant positive
influence on affective commitment (β = 0.598, p = 0.000).
Accordingly, Hypothesis 3 is supported.

Discussion and implications
This study has examined the performance of OCBs among
members of online customer communities and factors that
influence the performance of such behaviours. The empirical
findings show that the performance of citizenship behaviours
is moderate, evidenced by behavioural means ranging from
5.56 to 5.80 on a seven-point scale and that it is significantly
influenced by the perceived level of social support and the
level of affective commitment towards the community. These
findings are consistent with assertions by Chiang and Hsieh
(2012:186), who note that receipt of organisational support
often elicits the norm of reciprocity on the part of beneficiaries.
Studies by Gutierrez et al. (2012:4) and Wang et al. (2012:833)
also observe the positive influence that beneficial exchange
relations have on ensuring commitment. While both factors
have a direct influence on citizenship behaviour, the regression
weights make it evident that affective commitment has a
stronger direct influence on citizenship behaviours than does
perceived level of social support. Examination of the
relationship between social support and affective commitment
shows that social support has a strong positive influence
on affective commitment, evidenced by regression weight
(regression weight = 0.598; p = 0.000). This is in line with
assertions by Zayas-Ortiz et al. (2015:101) that affective
commitment has a strong influence on citizenship behaviour.

Original Research

et al. (2015:91) observe that OCBs in such contexts help to
foster an environment that is conducive to knowledge
sharing, growth and innovation. While it cannot be disputed
that employees are an important source of the knowledge
that is needed for organisational effectiveness, developments
in the capabilities of Internet technology, including the
emergence of virtual communities, are making it possible for
organisations and individuals to facilitate knowledge
acquisition from more sources, including their customers. By
focusing on online customer communities, this study
provides a theoretical insight that is useful for understanding
citizenship behaviour in such contexts.
In looking at organisational citizenship, the study focused on
compliance, altruism and personal initiative. In their review
of studies on citizenship behaviours, LePine et al. (2002:52)
bemoaned the high correlation between citizenship
behaviours; but the findings in this study provide empirical
evidence that these three constructs are distinct citizenship
behaviours that members of online customer communities
exhibit.
By using a sample of online customer community members
from South Africa, this study also contributes to knowledge
about the dimensionality of citizenship from a cultural
context that is different from the norm. As also noted by
Alizadeh et al. (2012:502), many studies of OCBs are based on
samples primarily drawn from Western countries, the United
States in particular. Commenting on the problem of the lack
of research into citizenship behaviours from other parts of
the world, Alizadeh et al. (2012:502) stated: ‘research on OCB
measurement in other contexts … is important because the
dimensionality of an OCB measure used in different cultural
contexts should not be taken for granted’.
Apart from looking at OCBs manifested in online customer
communities, the study contributes further to the theory by
uncovering the antecedents of such behaviours. The findings
show that both the perceived level of social support and
affective commitment have a direct positive influence on the
performance of citizenship behaviours in online customer
communities, with affective commitment having a stronger
influence. While this is so, the importance of the perceived
level of social support in organisational citizenship need not
be undermined, bearing in mind the significant positive
influence that it has on levels of affective commitment.

The findings in this study have wide managerial and
theoretical implications that are highlighted below.

Finally, the findings in the study support social exchange
theory in the context of online customer communities.
Specifically, the findings show that managers can expect the
benefits that members of the online customer communities
receive to be reciprocated in the form of commitment and
beneficial citizenship behaviours.

Theoretical implications

Managerial implications

To date, a great deal of research on citizenship behaviour has
focused mainly on relations in physical workplaces. Studies
such as those by Podsakoff et al. (2014:87) and Zayas-Ortiz

The findings in this study can be used by managers of online
customer communities to gain insight into the performance of
citizenship behaviours on their community sites. The findings
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point to the need for managers to pay attention specifically to
the extent to which their sites serve members as an important
source of social support. As noted by Hajli (2014:19), the
primary function of online communities is to provide social
support to members. Managers of online customer sites need
to realise that, as with any other service, the inability of their
sites to meet user needs can result in dissatisfaction, which in
turn can lead to a loss of members.
In order to ensure that their sites are perceived favourably
in terms of social support, it is important that managers
look for strategies that help to stimulate an exchange of
informational and emotional support among members.
One way in which managers could ensure this is by
making use of seeding strategies to stimulate discussions
(Dzinotyiweyi 2015:158). Site managers can seed their sites
with topics that interest a lot of members or stimulate much
debate which help to keep posts on their sites current and
relevant. Members are likely to look forward to visiting
such sites, as they will be assured of finding information
that is current. Managers could also look into making sure
that their sites have tools available that support higher
levels of member engagement. For example, Chiu et al.
(2015b:515) have remarked that sites that support the
sharing of videos and photos, rather than just text, can help
to strengthen levels of support in their online communities.
Managers could also look into collaborating with prestigious
guests, inviting them to visit their sites and engage with
members. For example, managers of independent online
customer communities advocating consumer rights could
invite guests who are experts on consumer rights topics,
such as consumer rights lawyers, to engage with customers
and to stimulate discussion not only with the expert but
also among members.
While virtual communities have the potential to serve as a
source of social support to members, managers of online
customer communities need to realise that, if not wellmanaged, such sites can easily have the opposite effect. The
veil of anonymity can sometimes lead people to engage in
anti-social behaviours online (Paul, Bowman & Banks
2015:243). Therefore, the need for active moderation should
not be underestimated. Apart from the active moderation of
sites, managers need also to sell the values and vision of their
sites to members. Members who appreciate the importance
of knowledge sharing through a given platform, and thus of
sharing in the community’s values and vision, are more likely
to support it than those who do not.

Original Research

specifically convenience sampling. While the use of convenience
sampling methods is common and widely accepted among
researchers in business, the use of non-probability sampling
methods comes with problems of external validity, as they limit
the extent to which results can be generalised to the wider
population. Future research replicating the study in other areas
in South Africa and beyond could assist in gaining more insight
into the applicability of the proposed conceptual framework in
other contexts.
Secondly, in looking at citizenship behaviours, the study
focused on compliance, altruism and personal initiative.
While there is no consensus in the literature on the important
facets of citizenship behaviour, the three selected factors are
only some of the different possible facets discussed in the
literature. Therefore, future studies could include additional
behaviours and examine the extent to which they are
prevalent in online customer communities.

Conclusion
Online customer communities have the potential to serve as
an important source of business intelligence for firms as well
as a source of information for informed consumption-related
decision-making. However, the ability of firms and customers
to derive these benefits depends on the readiness and
willingness of members to engage in citizenship behaviours.
This entails making positive contributions and avoiding
behaviours that are harmful to other individuals or to the
organisation as a whole. From the findings in this study, it
can be concluded that the extent to which members of online
customer communities engage in citizenship behaviours
largely depends on the perceived level of social support that
they derive from the community, as well as the extent to
which they are affectively committed to their community.
Managers of online customer communities could use the
findings in this study to come up with strategies that enhance
their sites for effective knowledge sharing.
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