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ABSTRACT

Online communities have suffered from their members’ intermittent,
dormant, or nonexistent participation. We propose that prominence,
which refers to the salience of community members’ psychological
proximity to their community, differs from the engagement con-
struct, which denotes a psychological dedication to behave prosai-
cally toward other community members. Whereas engagement has
been increasingly examined as a driver of online community beha-
vior, the role of prominence has received a minimal amount of
attention in the literature. Drawing on self-determination theory, we
developed a framework that proposes the prominence construct as
a phenomenon distinctive from engagement in its nature, formation,
and behavioral outcomes. Our findings based on two studies indicate
that the proposed model with prominence performs considerably
better than the existing model with only engagement. Our concep-
tual model contributes to Information Systems research by laying
a strong theoretical foundation to differentiate between the beha-
vioral paths of the autonomous prominence construct and its con-
trolled engagement counterpart.
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Introduction

Online communities have become the de facto medium by which people of all ages meet

virtually for various reasons, including discussing subjects important to them [36, 55, 85],

sharing know-how with one another [3, 4, 16, 34, 36, 46, 55], and reviewing products and

services to inform and help others [34, 43, 53, 69]. The repositories of information that

these online communities host need constant feeding with reliable and up-to-date infor-

mation; otherwise, they are of diminishing value to their members. Consequently, online

communities are only as good as their members’ contributions [31, 69]. Unfortunately,

online communities have suffered from their members’ sporadic or non-participation,

shortcomings partly attributed to their members’ losing their motivation to contribute and

becoming less engaged with the community [10, 34, 36, 55]. Within the information

systems (IS) literature, researchers on online communities have looked extensively into the
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motives behind online community members’ voluntary knowledge contributions [9, 34,

36, 55, 72, 84, 95]. Specifically, research into online communities has focused on strategies

to engage members and encourage their collaboration in various community contexts [26,

29, 41, 86]. This literature has emphasized the importance of engagement, which is key to

“delurking” lurkers and turning inactive participants into active knowledge contributors

[17, 70].

Aside from the difficulty of engaging their members, online communities have faced

the equally daunting problem of having to compete with other online information sources

in gaining and retaining people’s attention [74, 89]. The abundance of online information

limits people’s attention span and appears to bias their preferences and selections [27, 61,

74]. Thus, for online communities to maintain and increase their membership, they must

find ways to remain prominent in their members’ thoughts and feelings [10] and keep

them interested and motivated to participate. We define prominence as the salience of the

perceived psychological proximity between a community and its members. The more

automatically, naturally, and instantly feelings about the online community come to

a member’s mind, the more prominence it has for its members. What lies at the core of

community prominence is the perceived psychological distance between members and an

online community — that is the feeling of self-closeness to the online community.1

Although prior research paid attention only to either individual members’ active

contribution to their online communities [9, 34, 36, 54, 55, 69, 72, 83, 84, 90] or online

community continuance [12, 48, 90], little work exists that examined both types of online

community behaviors together in an integrative framework. Given the importance of

members’ continuance and contribution for the overall health of online communities, it

is important to understand the drivers of the two behavioral outcomes. In doing so, the

discussion mentioned previously suggests that prominence and engagement are the keys

to a better understanding of continuance and contribution in the context of online

community behavior.

The influence that prominence has on people’s behavior has been validated not just in

the marketing literature in which brand prominence has been shown necessary for brands

to stand out to their loyal customers [19, 28, 67], but, importantly, in the IS literature as

well [1, 10, 14, 24, 45]. For example, Lee et al. [45] identified a salience bias effect that

significantly influences the performance of crowdsourcing contestants and as such could

be detrimental to online crowdsourcing platforms. The authors showed that this salience

bias leads to overemphasizing and overreliance on explicitly shown information rather

than on implicit information that might be more relevant. Similarly, Benlian [10] showed

that capturing and retaining users’ attention on a website by using prominent personaliza-

tion cues leads to users’ website “stickiness,” that is, their likelihood to return and reuse

a website after first use [10, p. 228]. Therefore, not only is online community prominence

as important as engagement, but both are expected to affect members’ behavior [7].

Engagement is known to be a major driver of individuals’ behavior in a group setting

[6, 33, 71]. This factor is so powerful in online communities that it overshadows even the

impacts of satisfaction and self-identity verification that in this context were believed to be

the most important factors in knowledge contribution [70]. Although engagement has

been increasingly examined in the literature, the role of prominence has received little

attention despite its distinctive properties and importance in the context of the online

community. Because of their different natures, engagement and prominence are likely to
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drive different types of behavioral outcomes in the context of online community behavior.

For example, whereas engagement is said to influence active participation, prominence is

expected to relate to staying in an incumbent online community. Equally intriguing are

the questions of how the antecedents of prominence differ from those of engagement.

Our goal in this paper is to address the gaps in the literature and investigate the nature,

antecedents, and outcomes of prominence and engagement in the context of online

community behavior. Drawing on self-determination theory (SDT) [21], we developed

a conceptual model that introduces the prominence construct to the traditional behavioral

model linking engagement and prosocial behavior in online communities.2 Although

somewhat related, prominence and engagement are essentially different in their nature,

formation, and outcomes. Thus, from a theoretical perspective, the two different processes

centering on prominence and engagement should be simultaneously considered for

a thorough understanding of online community behavior. This is especially so because

missing one of the two essential factors would result in overestimation of the other factor.

From a practical standpoint, such an erroneous representation of online community

behavior causes practitioners to miss the opportunities required to facilitate their online

communities. In general, this research is expected to contribute to IS research by laying

a strong theoretical foundation to differentiate between prominence and engagement.

Elucidating the different drivers and outcomes of prominence and engagement will offer

strategies to designers to make better and more sustainable online communities.

Theoretical Background

Our goal in this paper is to show that in online communities, prominence differs from

engagement in its formation and behavioral outcomes, thus allowing for a more complete

characterization of online community behavior. In this section, we start by briefly review-

ing the literature on engagement and prominence to characterize their conceptual differ-

ences. Then we introduce the overarching theoretical foundation of the paper, that is,

SDT, which forms a theoretical framework for differentiating between prominence and

engagement in their antecedents and behavioral outcomes.

Engagement and Prominence

Engagement is defined in the management literature as “employees’ willingness to fully invest

themselves physically, cognitively, and emotionally into their work roles” [8, p. 111]. In this

context, engagement has been studied as a driver of desirable outcomes such as positive job

performance, organizational citizenship behavior, employee satisfaction, loyalty, attachment,

and sales volume [6, 8, 33, 71]. Similarly, in the marketing literature, customer engagement

and employee engagement have been two main areas of research interest. Specifically, Kumar

and Pansari [44, p. 498] defined engagement as “the attitude, behavior, the level of connect-

edness (1) among customers, (2) between customers and employees, and (3) of customers and

employees within a firm.” The overall takeaway from themarketing literature is that customer

engagement and employee engagement are in the best interests of an organization and should

be encouraged and pursued [2, 11, 44, 57]. In the IS literature, online community research has

defined engagement as a deep commitment “to undertake prosocial tasks that benefit others in

the group” [70, p. 529]. Engagement is deliberate in that members tend to evaluate their
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previous levels of satisfaction with the community and the available resources (i.e., time and

effort) they would be willing to invest before deciding whether, and to what extent, to

contribute [34, 36, 84].

Prominence is an equally important construct. It is prevalent in the brand management

literature because customers are confronted with products and services that compete for

their attention and dollars. In the marketing literature, brand prominence has been

described as the brand’s loudness or conspicuousness [28] and prominent brands as

attention triggers in either positive or negative ways [19, 74]. We propose that online

communities are another context in which prominence is especially meaningful. This is

because, even within the same core area of interest, people have several communities from

which they can choose to join. Not only is community membership volitional, but equally

uncertain is members’ engagement and active knowledge contribution after they join.

People may be members in several communities concurrently, but they can choose to

contribute less to some than to others.

Prominence is not a new concept in the IS literature. It has been implicitly embedded in

several key research areas. For example, the prominent placement of sponsored ads in

organic searches was shown to result in higher conversion rates [1, 24], just like

a prominent advertisement banner might entice people to click on it [78]. Similarly, in

online crowdfunding, the prominent placement of borrowers was found to encourage

lenders [14, 45]. Overall, prominent placement has been recognized as crucial to gain

people’s attention. We extended this prominence concept to show not only the impor-

tance of prominence in gaining people’s attention but also its possibilities as a driver of

community members’ behavior. Based on the previous discussion, we conceptualized

prominence as a parsimonious construct, in and of itself. In general, prominence differs

from the engagement construct in its nature, formation, and outcomes; as such, studies in

online community behavior need to model it as a standalone construct. We have sum-

marized previous prominence and engagement research in Supplemental Appendix A.

Self-Determination Theory

Self-determination theory suggests the powerful impact of motivation on human behavior

[21]. It posits that intrinsic and extrinsic forms of motivation play an important role in

regulating individuals’ behavior. Two other types of motivation are (1) identification,

which is considered a self-determined form of extrinsic motivation in that individuals

identify with an action and personally support it and (2) introjection, which is closely

targeted at gaining reputation and status [72]. The importance of both the intrinsic and

extrinsic types of motivation in driving participation are highlighted in the online com-

munity literature [9, 34, 36, 52, 53, 55, 69, 70, 84]. Specifically, Ma and Agarwal [52] and

later Ray et al. [70] specified satisfaction as a general factor representing both intrinsic and

extrinsic types of motivation. Moreover, they used both introjection (i.e., self-identity

verification) and identification (i.e., community identification). Self-identity verification

conveys community members’ perception that their fellow members appreciate them for

who they truly are [65]. Meanwhile, community identification is fulfilled when individuals

believe their personal values and those of the group they belong to are congruent.3

Self-determination assesses the degree to which motivation is autonomous, that is, carried

out for its inherent satisfactions [21]. According to Deci and Ryan [21]’s definition, being

4 KUEM, KHANSA, AND KIM



autonomous represents the prototypic instance of self-determination. An important premise

of SDT is the existence of three types of basic needs — autonomy, relatedness, and

competence — that together drive human motivation and should be met to actualize

individuals’ full potential [21]. SDT suggests that these basic needs are concerned with

emanating from the self (autonomy), conveying a sense of closeness (relatedness), and

conveying a sense of being in control (competence). Autonomy refers to the need to feel

that one’s choices and activities are “self-chosen, self-governed, and self-endorsed” [79,

p. 106]. Relatedness is the need to feel “a sense of closeness with others” [79, p. 106]. And

competence is the “tendency to seek feelings of effectiveness, achievement, and challenge” in

one’s activities [79, p. 106]. As such, competence implies a form of “mastery,” which refers to

a person’s “avoidance of mediocrity and decrements in performance” [79, p. 106]. In online

community research [34, 93], competence and knowledge self-efficacy have been used

interchangeably. In fact, competence is a basic need that is essential to knowledge self-

efficacy [20]. Therefore, for compatibility with previous studies of online community beha-

vior, in this study we replaced competence with knowledge self-efficacy.4 The three basic

needs of autonomy, relatedness, and competence drive human motivation and should be met

to actualize individuals’ full potential [20]. Consequently, it is essential to include these

underexamined factors in behavioral models to gain a deeper understanding of online

community behavior.

Causality orientations refer to how people adapt and orient themselves to their envir-

onments and, in general, their degree of self-determination across many different contexts

[20]. In our model, the causality orientations are: (1) autonomous, in which all three basic

needs are satisfied; and (2) controlled, in which only competence and relatedness, but not

autonomy, are satisfied [20]. Drawing upon SDT, we differentiated between prominence

and engagement based on their varying degrees of self-determination. Using this differ-

entiation, we characterized prominence as autonomous, that is, it fulfills all three basic

needs. Conversely, among SDT’s three basic needs, we expected only the two that relate to

and benefit the community to precede engagement, that is, relatedness and self-efficacy.

This exclusion of autonomy occurs because it emanates from the self and is driven by self-

fulfillment. Consequently, its goals may contradict those of the collective. In fact, auton-

omy has been associated with less desirable outcomes and lower performance [47, 64].

This has also been observed in the realm of open source software (OSS) communities in

which the goals of autonomous contributors may not align with those of their commu-

nities, that is, maximizing members’ contribution levels [72]. Additionally, given that self-

identity verification and community identification are oriented toward others and thus not

purely autonomous, they are likely to affect only engagement but not prominence. This

differentiation serves as a fundamental theoretical basis for explaining the differing

behavioral characteristics of prominence versus engagement. The distinction also justifies

the importance of capturing both concurrently in our model of online community

behavior.

Research Hypotheses

Figure 1 illustrates our conceptual model of online community behavior. We intended the

proposed model to explain two important aspects of online community behavior, namely,

online community continuance and active contribution. Community continuance denotes
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members’ intention to passively sustain membership; active contribution signifies mem-

bers’ intention to actively engage in posting knowledge helpful to others in their commu-

nity. The inclusion of continuance and contribution is grounded in existing theories on

lurkers versus active participants [68]. These two constructs represent two critical dimen-

sions of the degree of participation in the community. A key difference between them lies

in the need-based and dependence characteristics of continuance — as with lurking,

a strong community continuance implies dependence on the utilities and resources of

the community. In contrast, contributing does not necessarily imply either need or

dependence. Including these two different contributory forms aligns with the literature

in seeking to better understand such relationships in an attempt to “delurk” lurkers [17].

In the model, prominence and engagement are identified as intervening variables between

antecedents and outcomes.

Five antecedents are also included in the model based on Deci and Ryan’s [20, 21] basic

five antecedents are also included in the model based on Deci and Ryan’s [20, 21] basic

needs (i.e., autonomy, relatedness, and knowledge self-efficacy) as well as on findings from

research that highlight the beliefs of identity (i.e., self-identity verification and community

identification).5 Table 1 summarizes how the prominence construct that we introduced in

the model differs from the engagement construct in its conceptual definition, antecedents,

and outcomes.

Outcomes of Prominence and Online Community Engagement

Given its closeness to the self, a prominent object gains priority in the mind, so anytime cues

about the object are presented, thoughts and feelings about that object are swiftly retrieved

[67]. As a result, prominent objects (or brands) remain top of mind [35] and monopolize

thoughts and feelings, a situation that in turn results in rejection of alternatives or substitutes

[30]. Prior research has shown that prominence is positively associated with “relationship-

sustaining behaviors” and the more prominent a community, the more willing its members

are to invest time and effort in maintaining an ongoing relationship [67, p. 2]. Similarly,
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Community 
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Figure 1. Proposed Model and Hypotheses.
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because no viable alternative stands out, community members are expected to believe their

best interest lie in sustaining their relationship with their prominent community instead of

risking a switch to an alternative [30]. In fact, the ease with which thoughts and feelings about

a prominent community are brought tomind has been inherently associated with relationship

maintenance, a desire for continuity, and repeated behavior [67].

Within the SDT framework, prominence represents an autonomous condition that

follows its own desired path and perpetuates the status quo, whereas engagement follows

a more controlled process that is specifically targeted at achieving the goals of the

community. Because of this intrinsic difference between prominence and engagement,

we expect prominence to be associated with a type of direct outcome that favors the status

quo (e.g., continuance) versus a rather energetic outcome in the case of engagement (e.g.,

contribution). Thus,

Hypothesis 1: Prominence has a positive relationship with online community continuance.

Research reported in the online community literature found a positive relationship

between engagement and continuance intention. For example, Algesheimer et al. [2]

found a positive relationship between community engagement and community continu-

ance in the online brand communities of European car clubs. We also believe that before

prominence is introduced into a model, engagement will be similarly related to commu-

nity continuance. However, after inclusion of prominence, we believe that engagement

will be related only to active contribution. This is because prominence and engagement

have differential impacts on online community behaviors. Whereas prominence supports

the status quo, engagement is known to be associated with prosocial behaviors in formal

and informal settings [2, 34, 36, 55, 70, 71]. Ray et al. [70], in particular, showed that

engaged members are likelier to contribute knowledge voluntarily to their online

Table 1. Differences between prominence and engagement based on SDT.

Comparison
Dimensions Prominence Online Community Engagement

Definition in the
information
systems context

● The salience of online community members’
perceived psychological proximity to their com-
munity; the more automatically, naturally, and
instantly feelings about the online community
come to a member’s mind, the more promi-
nence it has for its members.

● A deep commitment “to undertake
prosocial tasks that benefit others in the
group” [70, p. 529].

Causality
Orientation

● Autonomous: Fulfills all three basic needs of
autonomy, relatedness, and self-efficacy.

● Emanates from the self and is driven by self-
fulfillment.

● Controlled: Fulfills relatedness and self-
efficacy, but not autonomy.

● Driven by the needs of the collective,
with the goal of benefiting the
community.

Antecedents ● Autonomy
● Relatedness
● Knowledge self-efficacy

● Relatedness
● Knowledge self-efficacy
● Self-identity verification
● Community identification

Outcomes ● Online community continuance ● Active contribution.
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community. Such engaged individuals are driven to contribute anonymously with no

expectation of accolades or rewards because their exertions benefit their communities.

Specifically, although prominence is mainly oriented toward reaping short-term benefits,

engaged members are willing to exert their time and effort to further grow their online

community [70]. For these reasons, engagement, unlike prominence, is expected to

directly affect active contribution in the context of online community behaviors. Thus,

we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Online community engagement has a positive relationship with active

contribution.

Although distinct phenomena, continuance and contribution do not occur indepen-

dently. Members who want to contribute to their community cannot achieve their goals

without continuing to visit the same website. Thus, continuance is a necessary condition

for contribution in the context of online community behavior. Although continuance does

not always lead to contribution, contribution always relies on continuance. Thus, the two

factors are believed to correlate significantly with each other. For example, consider the

relationship between continued use of mobile phones and data usage. Some phones may

sit idle all the time, but all things being equal, data usage is positively related to continued

use of mobile phones in an area; that is, the higher the number of mobile phones, the

higher the data usage; thus, fewer phones will imply lower overall data usage. This view is

also consistent with the resource-based view of online community behavior [84, 95].

Moreover, if members rely heavily on their membership in the community and need to

continue it, they are inclined over time to help grow their community [58]. This rationale

is supported both theoretically and empirically in the management literature [60, 76] in

which continuance has often been established as a precursor to contribution. Taken

together, online community members who intend to contribute ought also to intend to

stay; thus, continuance is an antecedent to actual participation. This is because if members

intend to leave the community, they are unlikely to invest their time and effort into

contributing knowledge to other members. Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3: Online community continuance has a positive relationship with active

contribution.

People can form opinions quickly based on simple cues such as familiarity and

experience [38]. Thus, all things being equal, the more people are exposed to the same

community and become familiar with it, the more they tend to view it favorably.

Prominence reflects how easy it is to retrieve thoughts and feelings or the salience of

the members’ psychological proximity to their community. Such familiarity and experi-

ence can encourage members to form positive mindsets about the community that

eventually will lead to a high level of engagement. Prominence generally means that

a certain community is top of mind [35] and that a person lacks attractive alternatives

to that certain community [30]. Such information, albeit brief, could incline members to

become committed to their online communities. This process does not necessarily involve

deliberate evaluation, but it could come spontaneously. That is, frequent thoughts and

feelings about visiting an online community eventually develop into members’ naturally
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engaging with the community [67, 80]. Altogether, we expect prominence will have

a positive effect on members’ engagement with their online communities.

Hypothesis 4: Prominence has a positive relationship with online community engagement

Antecedents of Prominence and Online Community Engagement

Antecedents of Prominence

By its very definition, prominence conveys the salience of community members’ perceived

psychological proximity between the community and its members. This level of closeness

between a community and its members can be achieved when its members perceive it as

caring, mindful, and responsive to their needs [21]. According to SDT, the basic needs

that are essential to people’s well-being and positive states of mind consist of autonomy,

relatedness, and competence (i.e., self-efficacy in our model). Given its very connotation of

proximity and closeness, the prominence construct is autonomous (i.e., driven by all three

basic needs). This oneness between an entity and the people connected to it is colloquially

termed flow, which is the ultimate state of enjoyment and happiness. Flow is autotelic, or

intrinsically rewarding.

Researchers working in the context of gamification have found compelling evidence

linking intrinsic motivation and flow. Liu et al. [50] described immersion in an enjoyable

gaming experience as flow, which emanates from flow theory [18, 40, 77]. The authors

explained that this flow is experienced when gamers are optimally challenged, that is,

enjoyably but not in a cognitively taxing way that causes anxiety. People crave autonomy

that allows them to feel in control of themselves [73]. They yearn for objects or experi-

ences that make them feel autonomous. In the online gaming environment, a sense of

autonomy has been shown to engulf players with feelings of elation and enjoyment as they

teleport to a virtual world [87]. If an object or experience fulfills people’s need for

autonomy, it becomes seamlessly part of and in close proximity to their self. The more

community members crave experiences that satisfy their desire for volition and self-

endorsement of their own actions, the closer the community feels to them and the more

prominent it is to their self. In other words, the need for autonomy drives community

prominence. Thus,

Hypothesis 5: Autonomy has a positive relationship with prominence

Relatedness or the need to feel connected with others is another basic intrinsic need

identified in SDT [21]. In the brand management literature, Morhart et al. [62] showed

that when employees are nurtured to develop relatedness to their brand, their brand-based

role identity takes on a prominent position within the salience echelon of their employee

roles, and it is internalized as the employees’ own self-concept [62, p. 126]. Similarly,

researchers of event sponsorships have reported in the marketing literature that specific

sponsors stand out in the minds of attendees at events only when the attendees are able to

establish relatedness between the sponsors and events they attended [79]. The sponsor so

identified need not be the actual sponsor but the sponsor most encoded as embedded

within and closely related to the event. We also expect a similar connection between
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relatedness and prominence in online communities. Specifically, we propose that a higher

perception of relatedness would result in a stronger affective bond with, and commitment

toward, the community, in turn making it more prominent in its members’ minds. Thus,

we propose that a shorter psychological distance between a community and its members,

that is, higher relatedness, makes a community more prominent to its members. Thus,

Hypothesis 6: Relatedness has a positive relationship with prominence

Knowledge self-efficacy represents members’ confidence that they have the knowledge

and expertise to contribute meaningfully to their community [34, 36, 84]. Research

reported in the brand management literature has demonstrated that people’s self-efficacy

toward a brand, that is, their ability to use their expertise to benefit the brand [25],

nurtures “employee brand-self connections, encourages employees to think about the

brand, and it engages employees with the brand” [25, p. 138]. Similarly, in the online

community literature, Kankanhalli et al. [34] explained that having the skills and the

confidence to contribute to the online community is by itself energizing and self-

motivating. Because of the resulting empowerment that knowledge self-efficacy generates,

community members are more likely to feel close to the community. Thus, we propose

that these feelings of confidence bring the community effortlessly to community members’

minds [67].

Hypothesis 7: Knowledge self-efficacy has a positive relationship with prominence

According to SDT, self-identity verification and community identification are the

controlled types of motivation that are not purely autonomous. Thus, we did not expect

prominence to be driven by either self-identity verification or community identification.

This is because self-identity verification or community identification is ingrained in what

others in the community consider desirable, which does not necessarily correspond to

what the members themselves desire [22]. Instead, we expected that self-identity verifica-

tion and community identification are related to engagement, which is controlled but not

autonomous.

Antecedents of Online Community Engagement

Based on SDT, we proposed that engagement is not autonomous but controlled in that it

fulfills needs for relatedness and competence (i.e., self-efficacy), but not autonomy; this is

because engaged members channel their energy toward activities that benefit and are

desired by the larger community and that do not necessarily fulfill the personal needs of

the member [34, 72]. In other words, the degree of member engagement is assessed with

respect to the community rather than in a vacuum. Thus, we expect that engagement is

determined by relatedness and self-efficacy but not by autonomy. Additionally, SDT

further suggests that engagement is significantly linked to self-identity verification and

community identification. This phenomenon has been shown to materialize in the context

of OSS communities whereby, because of self-identity verification and community identi-

fication, members engage in tasks that they might not personally consider intrinsically

pleasurable or enjoyable [72]. Taken together, we hypothesize that online community
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engagement is driven by relatedness, self-efficacy, self-identity verification, and commu-

nity identification.6

Relatedness is the need to experience “a sense of mutual respect, caring, and reliance

with others” [23, p. 931]. To fulfill this need for belonging, people work hard to earn their

membership in a group “to love and care, and to be loved and cared for” [23, p. 231]. As

such, striving to engage and connect is a natural consequence of the need to fulfill

relatedness. This relationship between relatedness and engagement has been demonstrated

in several organizational contexts [5, 13, 82]. The online community context is no

exception to this relatedness-engagement relationship. Online support communities repre-

sent one such type of online community. These support communities enable their

members to deal with their physiological and mental ailments through encouraging

them to help others with similar misfortunes. These communities often encourage user

engagement with the help of information technology artifacts that increase perceived

relatedness. Liu et al. [50] established this strong relationship between relatedness and

engagement in this context of online support communities. The authors proposed to use

gamification in social support design to encourage users to help others. Yoon and Rolland

[88] established a similar link between perceived relatedness and knowledge sharing

behavior in virtual communities. All in all, relatedness is expected to drive online com-

munity members’ engagement. Thus,

Hypothesis 8: Relatedness has a positive relationship with online community engagement

Knowledge self-efficacy measures the degree of community members’ self-confidence in

their know-how and ability to contribute unique knowledge to their communities [34].

Wasko and Faraj [84, p. 40] observed that, “knowledge is deeply integrated in an

individual’s personal character and identity,” so the more value members’ knowledge

has to their communities, the more empowered and confident they will be to engage

with their fellow members. This is especially the case in an online community setting in

which people only know others by their online personas or, more specifically, by what they

perceive their online persona to be. Members with high perceived self-efficacy believe they

can help others through their contributions, which makes them happy because people

derive great joy and happiness from helping others [84]. In addition, they know that their

efforts will make others happy through the help and advice they get. All in all, members

with higher self-efficacy are expected to be more engaged. Thus,

Hypothesis 9: Knowledge self-efficacy has a positive relationship with online community
engagement.

People adopt a virtual persona of their liking when they join an online community.

Some people identify more with their avatar and online community role than they do

with their real-life identity. Perhaps they even use their online persona to escape

reality and live a life they choose in a parallel virtual world. Because their online

identity matters a great deal to them, it becomes crucial for them that the virtual

community in which they exist appreciates them for who they truly are. This is more

so, given that membership is volitional and members can easily check out and drop

their membership permanently, in contrast with real life in which it is harder to check

out voluntarily or choose different roles and personas as one pleases. In return for the
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appreciation their virtual persona experiences, they will work hard to preserve the

world it flourishes in. As a result, they become more engaged with their community.

Self-identity verification is community members’ self-assurance that others in the

community appreciate their unique skill sets and contributions to the community

and think there are no easy substitutes for them. Higher self-identity verification

gives members a sense of reassurance that the community appreciates them, which

further ignites their drive and increases their engagement. Thus,

Hypothesis 10: Self-identity verification has a positive relationship with online community
engagement.

Community identification is the extent to which members’ value system is con-

gruent with that of their community. When members identify with their community,

they tend to engage in prosocial behavior with little expectation of reward or recipro-

city because such engagement is congruent with their own belief system and is

personally meaningful [51]. Community identification has been widely established as

a critical driver of customer involvement and engagement [57,63]. For example, Muñiz

and Schau [63] showed that even after Apple discontinued its Newton product,

members of the Apple brand community remained engaged in helping one another

and took pride in their engagement with other Apple fans. McAlexander et al. [57]

reported a similarly significant relationship with Jeep owners. In the online community

literature, Ma and Agarwal [52] and Ray et al. [70] established a similarly significant

relationship between community identification and engagement in the context of

online communities. The community identification-engagement relationship is espe-

cially meaningful in online communities because in the absence of social ties or prior

acquaintance, sharing a common set of convictions is one of the few effective ways to

motivate strangers to help one another in an artificial and reward-less environment.

Based on the previous arguments, we conjectured a significant relationship between

community identification and online community engagement. Thus,

Hypothesis 11: Community identification has a positive relationship with online community
engagement.

We conducted two studies to test the research hypotheses. Specifically, in Study 1 we

examined the first three hypotheses, all of which are closely related to the key propositions

in this paper: prominence and engagement are distinguishable, and these factors lead to

distinct outcomes. In Study 2, we tested the entire model, including the 11 research

hypotheses we have proposed in this paper. These multiple studies were conducted in

different research contexts, a tactic expected to further establish the generalizability of our

findings.

Study 1

We initially conducted a preliminary cross-sectional study to evaluate the first four

hypotheses. These hypotheses were evaluated based on data collected from 152 users of

Instagram.
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Method

Research Setting

We chose Instagram as our research context because it is one of the most popular social

networking websites after Facebook [75]. Instagram users have been shown to be more

engaged and committed than their Facebook, Twitter, and Snapchat counterparts [69].

Moreover, given the focus of Instagram on nontextual content (e.g., photos and short

videos), its users are likelier than others to be influenced by quick and intuitive thought

processes. Thus, we considered Instagram appropriate as a research setting to study both

prominence and engagement in the context of online community behavior.

Data Collection

For our data collection, we used a nationwide online panel maintained by a market

research firm. We included Internet users who had visited Instagram within the

last year. We randomly chose 500 U.S.-based members from the panel pool and then

sent each one of them an e-mail message that included a link to our Web-based survey.

We received responses from 192 members, yielding a response rate of 38.4 percent. We

then found that only 152, that is, about 79.1 percent of the initial respondents, actually had

experience with Instagram. The respondents had a median age of 34, and 55 percent were

female. We checked response bias by comparing the respondents and nonrespondents to

the survey but found no significant differences in terms of age and gender.

Measures

Supplemental Appendix B contains the specific items included in Study 1. The scales we

used were adapted from previous studies. We measured prominence with four items

adapted from Park et al. [67], and community engagement with three items from Ray

et al. [70]. As one of the two outcome variables in this study, community continuance was

measured with three items adapted from Limayem et al. [48]. We measured active

contribution, which is the other outcome variable in this study, by using two items

from Ma and Agarwal [52] and an additional item we created. Meanwhile, we used

three items to measure fashion involvement, which refers to how seriously a person

takes his or her style of dress [81]. Fashion involvement is thought to have little to do

with online community behavior, thus it can be used to assess common method variance

[56]. As a control variable, satisfaction was measured with four items adapted from Kim

and Son [39] and Ray et al. [70]. We also adapted single-item controls for individual

characteristics from Ray et al. [70]. As such, this study included four individual char-

acteristics, that is, gender, age, frequency of visits to the online community, and length of

tenure.

Results and Discussion

We examined the measurement model through a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) by

using LISREL 8 [32]. The measurement model consisted of five reflective constructs as

well as four single-item control variables. Supplemental Appendix C shows the results of

the CFA as well as the descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and correlations of the variables.

We found that the measurement scales were psychometrically satisfactory with adequate
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levels of reliability and convergent and discriminant validity. In addition, common

method bias was not considered a threat to the validity of our findings.

We analyzed the proposed model by using LISREL 8 [32]. This model includes only the

first four hypotheses while the effects of control variables on the outcome variables are

explicitly taken into account. Figure 2 shows the results of the model with the statistical

significance of paths. The model shows excellent fit [χ2 (162) = 193.00 (p < 0.05), RMSEA

= 0.036, CFI = 0.99, NFI= 0.96, NNFI = 0.99, AGFI = 0.85.]. The model explained

29 percent of the variation in engagement, 48 percent in continuance, and 40 percent in

contribution. As shown in Figure 2, prominence has a significant impact only on con-

tinuance (0.23, p < 0.05) (Hypothesis 1 supported), whereas engagement is positively

associated only with contribution (0.50, p < 0.001) (Hypothesis 2 supported).

These results were exactly consistent with our earlier hypotheses that prominence and

engagement have differential impacts on behavioral outcomes. In addition, the results

indicated that continuance played an important role in determining contribution in the

context of Instagram use (0.19, p < 0.10). Consistent with our hypothesis, this positive

relationship was statistically significant at the level of 0.05 (one-tailed) (Hypothesis 3

supported). Moreover, satisfaction was found to be a significant determinant of continu-

ance (0.50, p < 0.001) but did not affect contribution.

Interestingly, none of the other control variables was significant in explaining the two

behavioral outcomes. These findings are taken as additional evidence of the efficacy of our

model as a tool for describing online community behaviors. Finally, we found that

prominence had a significant effect on engagement (0.54, p < 0.001) (Hypothesis 4

supported).

In general, the findings of this study point to a systematic pattern of relationships

among prominence, engagement, and their outcomes in the context of online community

behavior. Although this study suggests the differential impacts of prominence and engage-

ment on continuance and contribution, it has limitations that at this point preclude

Community 
engagement

Age

Community 
continuance

Active 
contribution

0.50
***

0
.1

9
†

Gender

Satisfaction

Visitation 
frequency

Tenure

Prominence

Control variables

0
.5

4
*** 

Figure 2. Results of the proposed model.
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further generalization of our conclusions. First, it is unclear whether a longitudinal setting

would corroborate out findings in this study. Second, this study focused on an online

networking community, and we are unsure if the model would continue to work well in

other online community contexts. Lastly, in this study we did not take into account the

antecedents of prominence and engagement; consequently, we are still not certain about

how their antecedents differently cause these two psychological factors. To address these

limitations, we needed an additional study.

Study 2

Our second study was intended to (1) identify the antecedents of prominence and

engagement, (2) further establish the generalizability of our findings through a different

research setting, and (3) reduce common method bias by reexamining the relationships of

the two factors with their outcomes within a longitudinal context. All of the 11 hypotheses

were tested by using data collected from 373 users of online discussion forums.

Method

Research Setting

In Study 2, we examined community members’ reactions to online discussion forums.

Online discussion communities — where members, who for the most part are strangers,

exchange professional, personal, or other general interests asynchronously — have often

been the target of prior research [52, 68, 84]. Thus, these communities are an ideal setting

for us to compare our results with those of these past studies. Our study was not specific to

a certain online discussion community but instead covered a broad set of such commu-

nities. This general approach allowed us to control for website characteristics and reg-

ulatory practices that may affect individuals’ perceptions and behavior related to online

communities.

Data Collection

Data for this research were gathered using two Web-based surveys designed to measure

research variables and other information related to individuals’ use of an online

community. The first survey included control variables as well as research variables

except behavioral outcomes. This second survey contained two outcome variables, that

is, continuance and contribution. We used a nationwide online panel, maintained by

a market research firm, to collect our data. We considered Internet users who had

visited any online discussion community within a year. For the first survey, we

randomly chose 2,000 U.S.-based members from the panel pool and sent each of

them an e-mail message that included a link to our Web-based survey. We received

responses from 782 members, a response rate of 39.1 percent. We then found that only

492, that is, about 63 percent of the initial respondents, actually had experience with

online discussion communities. Respondents reported using a variety of online discus-

sion communities oriented toward hobbies, politics, sports, health support, and tech-

nology-related interests. We deleted 16 responses from the 492 because they did not fit

well with our conceptualization of online discussion forums (e.g., Facebook, LinkedIn).

As a result, we collected a total of 476 usable responses in the first survey. The
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respondents’ median age was 39, and 52 percent were female. We checked response bias

by comparing the respondents and nonrespondents of the first survey, but found no

significant differences in terms of age and gender. We sent e-mail messages with a link

to the follow-up survey to the 476 respondents to the first survey. The second survey

was sent four weeks after the first. In the second survey, we collected 373 responses,

which represented a response rate of 78 percent. We found that the median age of the

respondents was about 39, and 54 percent were women. No significant differences were

found between the respondents and nonrespondents to the second survey. Finally, our

data analysis used the completed responses from the 373 panel members who partici-

pated in both surveys.

Measures

The items used in Study 2 are shown in Supplemental Appendix B. The items in Study 2

included all of the items used in Study 1 as well as extra items for measuring antecedent

variables and website characteristics. We measured autonomy with four items from [79].

We measured relatedness with four items adapted from [79], and knowledge self-efficacy

with three items adapted from Ray et al. [70]. We measured self-identity verification by

drawing three items from Ray et al. [70]. Three items drawn from Ray et al. [70] were used

to measure community identification. We adapted single-item controls for website char-

acteristics from Ray et al. [70]. Specifically, we included five single-item measurements of

website characteristics, that is, past postings, user moderation, profile depth, virtual

compresence, and regulatory practices. Past postings were related to a website feature

that lets members find a particular user’s previous messages; user moderation refers to

a website feature that allows members to evaluate others’ messages; profile depth is

concerned with whether a website allows members to create a public profile; virtual

copresence indicates a website feature that reveals whether members are currently online

or offline; and lastly, regulatory practice is concerned with whether website administrators

can ban or penalize disruptive messages.

Results and Discussion

The measurement model consisted of 10 reflective constructs and nine single-item control

variables. Supplemental Appendix D shows the results of CFA as well as descriptive

statistics, reliabilities, and correlations of the variables. Our measurement scales were

shown to be psychometrically satisfactory with adequate levels of reliability and conver-

gent and discriminant validity. Furthermore, we found that that common method bias was

not a threat to the validity of our findings.

We tested two alternative structural models. The first model, or Model 1, centered on

engagement as an intervening variable between three antecedents (i.e., knowledge self-

efficacy, self-identity verification, and community identification) and two outcomes (i.e.,

continuance and contribution). In Model 1, engagement played a central role within the

conceptual framework. Meanwhile, the second model, Model 2, which represents the pro-

posed model, added prominence and its antecedents (i.e., autonomy and relatedness) onto

what Model 1 had already taken into account. In Model 2, all of the paths between the

antecedent and intervening variables were allowed to be free. The same was true for the paths
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between the intervening and outcome variables. The control variables included in bothmodels

were satisfaction, four demographic variables, and five website characteristics.

We used LISREL 8 to analyze the two structural models [32]. Table 2 shows the results of the

models, including fit statistics, path estimates, and squared multiple correlations (SMCs). As

shown inTable 2, the first alternativemodel showed satisfactory fit [χ2 (330) = 711.01 (p < 0.001),

RMSEA = 0.056, CFI = 0.98, NFI = 0.96, NNFI = 0.97, AGFI = 0.84]. Figure 3 shows the

specifications of Model 1 and the results of the structural equation model. Consistent with Ray

et al. [70], the three antecedents of engagement were found statistically significant. In general,

these results further supported themodel byRay et al. [70] and specifically confirmed the key role

of engagement as an intervening variable between its antecedents and outcomes.

We subsequently tested Model 2, which was our proposed model. Despite the greater

complexity of the model in comparison with Model 1, Model 2 generally fit the data better

than Model 1 [χ2 (708) = 1337.69 (p < 0.001), RMSEA = 0.049, CFI = 0.99, NFI = 0.97,

NNFI = 0.98, AGFI = 0.81]. As we expected, we found that prominence was influenced by

autonomy (0.43, p < 0.001), relatedness (0.25, p < 0.001), and knowledge self-efficacy

(0.17, p < 0.01). However, self-identity verification and community identification did not

influence prominence. This suggests that identity-related factors contribute to the

Table 2. Results of Structural Equation Modeling

Effects Model 1 Model 2 (Proposed model)

Causes OCE OCC AC PR OCE OCC AC

AGE -0.05 0.04 0.11* -0.06 -0.01 0.06 0.09*
GEN 0.02 0.05 -0.05 -0.06 0.03 0.06 -0.07
FR 0.12** 0.20*** 0.15** 0.05 0.08* 0.21*** 0.02
TEN -0.07 0.13** 0.04 008* -0.08* 0.11* -0.06
RP -0.13** 0.10* 0.02 -0.06 -0.11** 0.10 -0.04
VC -0.02 -0.11* -0.01 0.02 -0.02 -0.11* 0.05
PD 0.01 0.07 0.02 0.02 0.00 -0.07 -0.02
UM 0.01 0.08 0.07 0.04 0.01 0.07 0.02
PP 0.00 0.00 0.01 -0.05 0.00 0.00 0.02
SAT 0.22*** 0.29*** 0.06 0.07 0.15** 0.29*** -0.15**
AU 0.43*** 0.08
REL 0.25*** 0.21***
KSE 0.27*** 0.17** 0.14*
SIV 0.28*** -0.07 0.16*
CID 0.29*** 0.09 0.24***
PR 0.16** 0.16* 0.10
OCE 0.21*** 0.46*** 0.06 0.28***
OCC 0.61***

R2 0.73 0.42 0.37 0.66 0.79 0.42 0.60

Model Fit

χ
2 711.01 1337.69
d.f. 330 708
RMSEA 0.056 0.049
CFI 0.98 0.99
NFI 0.96 0.97
NNFI 0.97 0.98
AGFI 0.84 0.81

Notes: n = 373.
AGE = age; GEN = gender; FR = visitation frequency; TEN = tenure; RP = regulatory practices; VC = virtual copresence; PD =
profile depth; UM = user moderation; PP = past postings; SAT = satisfaction; AU = autonomy; REL = relatedness; KSE =
knowledge selfefficacy; SIV = self-identity verification; CID = community identification; PR = prominence; OCE = online
community engagement; OCC = online community continuance; AC = active contribution

* p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 (two-tailed)
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formation of engagement but not necessarily to the formation of prominence. After

including prominence as an antecedent of engagement, we found autonomy was no longer

a significant determinant of engagement (0.08, p = ns). Nevertheless, the other four

antecedents remained significant in determining engagement. Besides, we also found

that as expected, prominence had a positive relationship with engagement (0.16, p <

0.01). One interesting result of Model 2 was that after prominence was taken into account,

engagement was no longer a significant determinant of continuance (0.06, p = ns). The

results indicate that as expected, continuance had a significant effect on contribution (0.61,

p < 0.001). We also found that active contribution was still a function of engagement

(0.28, p < 0.001), even after controlling for online community continuance. However,

prominence did not have a direct impact on active contribution (0.10, p = ns).

Taken together, this study strongly supported our assertions that prominence and

engagement differ substantially in terms of their nature, antecedents, and consequences.7

Figure 4 depicts the results of the proposed model but only with its significant
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Figure 3. Results of model 1.
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relationships at the level of 0.05. In addition, all of the 11 hypotheses proposed in this

study received empirical support (Hpothesis 1-Hypothesis 11 supported).

Finally, we examined the effects of the 10 control variables on four endogenous

variables. Our results indicated that 9 of 40 relationships were statistically significant

(22.5 percent), which implies that these controlled effects were not random. Some con-

trolled effects were substantial and thus deserved attention. In particular, the effect of

satisfaction on continuance was found highly influential (0.31, p < 0.001). This result is

consistent with prior research as well as with Study 1 that substantiated the powerful role

of satisfaction in regulating continued use of an online service [39, 48, 94]. In general,

although our research variables were effective in describing individual members’ reactions

to an online discussion community, additional factors such as satisfaction are still indis-

pensable for a complete accounting of online community behavior.

Discussion

The main objective of this paper was to propose and develop the prominence construct in

the online community context and demonstrate that it adds value to IS research beyond

that of the engagement construct [70]. We used SDT as the theoretical foundation of our

paper to link the motivations of online community members’ behavior to their behavior in

the community. We conducted two studies and tested our hypotheses against data

collected from 152 and 373 actual members of online communities. Our results provide

strong support for our proposed model. Specifically, we showed that prominence differs

from engagement in its nature, formation, and outcomes. In addition, our findings

indicate that prominence, which is determined partly by autonomy, affects continuance,

whereas online community engagement, which is influenced partly by self-identity ver-

ification, community identification, and prominence, leads to active contribution. Overall,

this paper contributes significantly to the IS literature by showing the importance of

accounting for prominence, alongside engagement, to provide a more complete and

precise depiction of online community behavior.

Theoretical Contributions

Our paper contributes to the online community literature in several important ways. To

start with, this is the first IS paper to develop and validate a model of online community

behavior that integrates the two very different, yet complementary, engagement and

prominence constructs. To explain online community behavior such as continuance and

contribution, prior research focused on antecedents associated with a controlled, delib-

erative, and analytic process. Examples of such antecedents are engagement, community

identification, and self-identity verification [12, 48, 52, 70]. However, a minimal amount of

attention was given to the construct of prominence, which represents the autonomous and

spontaneous process. Our study is meaningful because, drawing on SDT, it sheds light on

how prominence can operate simultaneously with engagement to better characterize

community behavior. Specifically, the model we have proposed in this paper shows that

because of the differences in nature between prominence and engagement, their ante-

cedents and outcomes differ systematically. Thus, eliminating one or the other leads to an

incomplete characterization of online community behavior.8
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Second, Ray et al. [70] conceptualized engagement as a powerful driver of contribution

(0.61, p < 0.001). Consistent with Ray et al. [70], our study shows that without taking into

account prominence, engagement affects contribution (0.46, p < 0.001) as well as con-

tinuance (0.21, p < 0.001) (see Figure 3). However, we have also demonstrated that after

the introduction of prominence into the model, engagement stopped being a direct

determinant of continuance (0.06, p = ns). Our results appear to conflict with prior

research that showed that engagement is a direct antecedent of continued behavior in

online communities (0.46, p < 0.001) [15]. Nevertheless, we have demonstrated theoreti-

cally and empirically that the direct impact of engagement on continuance is spurious and

such a spurious result is caused by the lack of prominence in a model. On the other hand,

this research shows a first piece of evidence regarding the impact of prominence on online

community behaviors. Specifically, we found that prominence had a direct effect on

continuance (0.16, p < 0.001) but not on active contribution (0.10, p = ns). These findings

suggest that whereas prominence regulates some aspects of online community behavior

(e.g., continuance), engagement plays an important role in other aspects of online com-

munity behavior (e.g., contribution). Overall, this study contributes to IS research by

showing how significantly the concept of prominence can change the traditional view of

online community behavior that focused exclusively on engagement. It lays a strong

theoretical foundation for the differential effects of prominence and engagement on

a variety of online community behaviors.

Third, drawing on SDT, we argued that whereas engagement is largely controlled,

prominence is autonomous. Because of this difference, prominence and engagement were

hypothesized to differ in their formative processes. Specifically, although self-identity

verification and community identification significantly characterize engagement, they are

not significantly related to prominence. Both of these identity-based measures are rather

controlled and deliberate and do not fit well with the autonomous and spontaneous

prominence construct. As expected, they were significantly associated with engagement

but not with prominence. We have also found that autonomy is not a significant deter-

minant of engagement (0.07, p = ns). This was expected by our theoretical framework

based on SDT; autonomy, a rather autonomous measure reflecting true inner feelings,

does not fit well with the controlled nature of engagement. This paper has dissected the

antecedents of prominence and has clearly highlighted the formative differences between

prominence and engagement in the context of online communities. It significantly con-

tributes to online community research by theoretically and empirically demonstrating how

autonomous and controlled aspects of antecedents differently formulate prominence and

engagement.

Lastly, although several studies have examined the determinants of contribution [9, 34,

36, 54, 55, 69, 72, 83, 84, 90] or continuance separately [12, 48, 90], a minimal amount of

work has attempted to integrate the two into one coherent model of online community

behavior. Community continuance denotes members’ intention to passively sustain their

membership in the community, whereas active contribution denotes members’ intention

to actively engage in posting knowledge helpful to others [34, 36, 55, 68, 83]. We have

shown that continuance, alongside engagement, is indeed an important determinant of

active contribution. More interestingly, we found that the effect of continuance on active

contribution (0.061, p < 0.001) is considerably stronger than the effect of engagement on

active contribution (0.028, p < 0.001). Thus, to better explain active contribution, we

20 KUEM, KHANSA, AND KIM



should pay more attention to continuance instead of focusing exclusively on engagement.

Taken together, our findings suggest that a complete understanding of contribution

behavior cannot be acquired without taking online community continuance into account.9

Managerial Implications

Our paper offers many insights for online community moderators and administrators on

how to make communities more prominent among their members and keep them

engaged. First of all, we found that autonomy is a necessary antecedent of prominence;

therefore, members need to feel autonomous as a precondition for the community to

become prominent in their minds. Achieving this necessitates flexible technical features

that allow members to express their individuality and give them a perception that they

have control over choices they wish to make. In addition, we recommend that community

administrators be open-minded in regulating members’ posts and comments so that any

contributions that members provide feel voluntary. Moreover, if members choose to

voluntarily increase their participation, they should be given the technical means to do

so on their own terms and whenever they please. This means that the community platform

should always be available to its members, and any limits to contributions, technical or

otherwise, should be minimized.

Meanwhile, self-efficacy was found necessary to both engagement and prominence and

therefore, to continuance and contribution. Knowledge can be objective and therefore,

easily assessed such as in the context of technical online communities (e.g., the

StackOverflow community). Confidence can be boosted with a reward system that recog-

nizes exceptional contributions in number and quality, as evaluated by other members

(using IT artifacts such as helpfulness votes) or by moderators and administrators of the

online community (using artifacts such as levels of membership). Overall, community

design artifacts or online social dynamics can change prominence and engagement, which

eventually determine online community behavior.

Limitations and Further Research

Some limitations of this paper deserve mention. First, we used subjective, as opposed to

objective, measures to capture continuance and contribution. Our approach is consistent

with the prior literature in online communities, and thus the findings of this paper can be

easily compared with past findings [52, 70]. Nevertheless, the findings of this paper should

be reevaluated with the objective measures of behavioral outcomes. Second, our model is

rooted in Ray et al. [70], which draws on Ma and Agarwal [52]. As a result, the research

and control variables chosen in the present paper are considered generally reasonable.

However, we still cannot exclude the possibility that other variables not considered in this

paper could affect members’ reactions to an online community.

Third, another limitation of this study relates to the relatively high correlations of

engagement with other variables in Study 2 (rs > 0.70). We evaluated discriminant validity

and found that it does not pose any serious problem. Interestingly, in a similar context of

online discussion communities, Ray et al. [70] also reported high correlations of engage-

ment with other variables (rs > 0.70). We suspect that to some extent these high correla-

tions resulted from the specificity of the context examined. For example, in Study 1, in
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which online social networking was examined, the correlations of engagement with other

variables were found to be smaller (rs < 0.70). In sum, although successfully established in

this research, the discriminant validity of our scales should be further evaluated in other

contexts.

Fourth, in this study, we conceptualized prominence as an antecedent of engagement

based on the notion that simple cues such as familiarity and experience serve as a basis for

the formation of deliberate opinions [37]. Yet it is still possible that deliberate opinions

facilitate instant thoughts and feelings; thereby, engagement could be an outcome, as

opposed to an antecedent, of prominence. Because of the limitation of the cross-sectional

nature of the data, we could not evaluate a causal flow between prominence and engage-

ment. Thus, caution should be exercised in interpreting our results until such a causal

precedent is more rigorously established.10 Fifth, the outcomes in the second study, which

was longitudinal, were measured as behavioral intentions (instead of behaviors) as was the

case in the first study, which was cross-sectional. The major reason for using the same

intention variables as the outcomes was to establish the close correspondence between

Study 1 and Study 2, which would facilitate a thorough comparison between them.

Moreover, this longitudinal study helped reduce the unavoidable common method bias

inherent in the cross-sectional study. Still, the validity of our model should be further

examined through the use of behavioral measures in a longitudinal context.

Sixth, in this study, the concept of competence is replaced with knowledge self-efficacy,

which has often been included in traditional models of online community behavior [34,

49, 70]. Although not identical, they are highly correlated in that competence as a human

need is essential to self-efficacy. In fact, online community research [34, 93] has treated

competence and self-efficacy interchangeably. However, because the two concepts are not

exactly the same, caution should be exercised in interpreting our findings. Finally,

although our subjective measure of prominence is consistent with the prior literature

[67], it may be more accurately captured by using less intrusive techniques, e.g., brain

scanning. The self-report measure of prominence is considered acceptable, given the focus

of our paper, but our findings should be carefully interpreted until they are empirically

confirmed with more precise measurements.

This paper opens fertile avenues for further research. We introduced the relatively new

concept of prominence into IS research, and this factor seems to have enormous potential

for opening the way to a better understanding of online behavior that is driven by

autonomous and spontaneous processes. For example, online gaming is thought to be

influenced not only by conscious evaluations of the pros and cons of playing the game in

question but also by spur-of-the-moment urges. Such unplanned desires are likely to arise

in a variety of settings that include, but are not limited to, online media consumption (e.g.,

news, music, and video), online shopping, social networking sites, and online gambling.

Another interesting avenue for future research is to extend the model by incorporating

a new perspective. In particular, a commitment model proposed by Bateman et al. [9]

posits that members’ participatory behavior such as posting, reading, and moderating

messages in online communities is a function of three types of commitment, namely,

affective, normative, and continuance. These types of commitment are likely to have

significant impact on behavioral outcomes (e.g., continuance, contribution) beyond the

variables examined in this paper (e.g., prominence, engagement) [42]. Researchers are
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encouraged to explore these opportunities to extend our proposed model in pursuit of

a comprehensive model of online community behavior.

Conclusions

Although engagement has been introduced in the IS literature as a controlled, deliberate

construct that characterizes knowledge contribution in online communities, prominence,

its autonomous and top-of-mind counterpart, has not received any attention.

Nevertheless, we have shown that prominence is not only complementary to engagement

in its depiction of online community behavior but also a necessary antecedent to engage-

ment that has unique characteristics and behavioral outcomes. Online communities

continue to permeate every aspect of society and humanity, and they reflect the complex

human mind and the products of their members’ behavior. We believe that to fully realize

the potential of these social structures, researchers in the online community domain and

practitioners managing online communities need to build on a better understanding of

prominence and engagement when modeling and designing online communities.

Notes

1. Prominence differs from the psychological proximity [59] construct in two ways. First, unlike
Mencl and May [59]’s psychological proximity construct that denotes an actual bond,
prominence refers to the salience of a bond, i.e., the extent that the bond is top of
mind. Second, according to our definition, prominence is autonomous in that it emanates
from the self and serves to fulfill the community member’s inherent needs. In the marketing
literature, being autonomous has been known to be a central element of brand prominence
because when consumers feel in control of their selves and their own decisions, their
perceived cognitive and affective memory accessibility about the brand, which is defined as
brand prominence, increases [66]. Similarly, prominence of online communities in the
context of this paper is autonomous in that it is less affected by extrinsic sources and thus
more instantly activated with little effort. On the other hand, conceptually speaking, psycho-
logical proximity conveys a lack of autonomy in that it is centered on the object of proximity
(e.g., community). We thank Reviewer 3 for pointing out this important distinction.

2. Prior literature used SDT to study continuance and contribution [91, 92]. Although similarly
drawing on SDT, our study differs from prior research. This is because our study rooted in
SDT highlights the mediating variables of prominence and engagement. Instead of simply
describing the antecedents of continuance and contribution, we identify the key mediators
(i.e., prominence and engagement) between their antecedents (e.g., autonomy, competence,
relatedness) and behavioral outcomes (i.e., continuance and contribution).

3. Self-identity verification and community identification represent, respectively, introjection
and identification in the context of online community behavior. Thus, instead of introjection
and identification, the community-specific terms, i.e., self-identity verification and commu-
nity identification, will be used throughout the rest of the paper.

4. A limitation of replacing competence with self-efficacy is acknowledged in the discussion section.
5. Note that our model also included satisfaction, which has both intrinsic and extrinsic

characteristics [52, 70], and other relevant variables as controls. We did not hypothesize
about satisfaction because its relationship with online community behavior has already been
established [52, 70, 79].

6. We thank Reviewers 1 and 2 for encouraging us to elaborate on this issue.
7. We examined variance inflation factor (VIF) scores and found that the maximum VIF value

under each model was 2.08, which is well below the commonly used threshold of 5 or 10. Thus, it
is reasonable to argue that multicollinearity should not be a serious concern in this study.
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8. We thank Reviewer 2 for helping us more clearly contrast these two constructs at both
conceptual and empirical levels.

9. We thank Reviewer 1 for encouraging us to elaborate on this important issue.
10. We thank Reviewer 3 for pointing out this alternative explanation for our findings.
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