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Abstract

A variety of information technology artifacts, such as those supporting reputation management and digital
archives of past interactions, are commonly deployed to support virtual communities. Despite the ubiquity of
these artifacts, research on the impact of various IT-based features on virtual community communication is still
limited. Without such research, the mechanisms through which information technologies influence community
success are not well-understood, limiting the design of community infrastructures that can enhance interaction
in the community and minimize dysfunction. This paper proposes that identity management is a critical
imperative in virtual communities and concerns related to communication of identity serve to shape an
individual’s interactions and perceptions in the community. Sensitivity to this perspective can help in drawing
design guidelines for the IT infrastructure supporting the community. Drawing upon the social psychology
literature, this paper proposes an identity-based view to understanding how the use of IT-based features in
virtual communities can improve community sustainability. Specifically, identity consonance, defined as the
perceived fit between a focal person’s belief of his or her identity and the recognition and verification of this
identity by other community members, is proposed as a core construct that mediates the relationship between
the use of community IT artifacts and member satisfaction and participation. We analyze four types of
community IT artifacts and suggest that they influence identity consonance. The conceptual framework and
propositions presented in this article offer a fresh perspective on virtual communities and suggest important
implications for the design of the supporting IT infrastructure.

Keywords:  Virtual community, identity consonance, community information technology design

Introduction

Considerable attention is being focused on virtual communities and the value they can create for organizations for at least two
reasons. First, the more successful e-commerce companies, such as eBay and Amazon, rely on a strong community base. By
creating a strong sense of community among their customers, these businesses are able to increase customer loyalty and
satisfaction, which thereafter link to growth in market share and firm profit (Anderson and Sullivan 1993; Armstrong and Hagel
1996; Wernerfelt 1991). Second, organizations are investing in community infrastructures with the goal of facilitating com-
munication and learning (Butler 2001). A growing number of companies are building virtual communities of practice to facilitate
peer-to-peer help (Constant et al. 1996), foster new ideas and innovation (Teigland and Wasko 2003), and build knowledge
competencies (Saint-Onge and Wallace 2003). Companies are beginning to recognize that communities can be supported and
leveraged to benefit both the members of communities and the organization by facilitating knowledge creation and transfer. 

Virtual communities provide organizations with a new way to reach their customers and to coordinate their knowledge exchange
among employees (Boyd 2003).  However, the benefit of virtual communities can only be achieved when ongoing activities and
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participation are supported (Butler 2001; Finholt and Sproull 1990). Unfortunately, not many communities can successfully retain
their members and motivate member participation and knowledge contribution. For example, the vast majority (91.2%) of
communities at MSN (www.msn.com) had less than 25 members and the average number of posts for these sites were from 1 to
20 (Farnham 2002). The factors that contribute to the sustainability of a virtual community is a puzzle that continues to intrigue
researchers and practitioners.

The objective of this paper is to provide a theoretical framework to understand the impact of IT-based features on virtual
community sustainability, with the goal of informing the design of community IT infrastructures. Technologies may lead to
different outcomes in terms of member behavior and on-going activities of the community (Yates and Orlikowski 1992). The
human-computer interaction literature suggests that software built to support real time conversation (e.g., instant messaging),
social feedback (reputation systems), and social networks allows users to create new social relationships (Boyd 2003). However,
much of the work in this area does not yet have a rigorous theoretical underpinning.  On the other hand, community infrastructures
with increasingly sophisticated IT are being put in place. To bridge this widening gap between virtual community research and
practice, the mechanisms through which community features, such as a rating system and user profiles, influence virtual
community success are analyzed in this study by drawing upon theories from social psychology.

Purposive behaviorists suggest that human behavior is directed by three goals:  behavior efficiency, relationship building, and
self-image management (Tolman 1932).  We believe that participation in an online community is also motivated by three goals:
to obtain useful information guiding efficient behavior, to build and maintain relationships, and to manage online identity.
Moreover, among these three goals, identity management is essential for the achievement of the other two goals in a virtual
environment. 

First of all, information acquisition is more efficient when the expert is identifiable. In other words, if community members are
able to establish their identities as experts in distinct areas, people looking for information in a particular area can accomplish their
decision-making tasks more efficiently and effectively by identifying to whom they should turn  Knowing the identity of
knowledge contributors helps knowledge seekers recognize source credibility. For example, when a book is sold on Amazon.com,
anyone can post a review without revealing their true identity. Recently, multiple cases have been detected where some authors
posted fake five-star reviews of their own books. Customers have also become more cautious when reading book reviews and
are pressing Amazon.com to validate the identity of the reviewers. According to the elaboration likelihood model, information
seekers perceive knowledge as more useful and tend to adopt it when the source credibility is high (Sussman and Siegal 2003;
Zhang and Sussman 2003). Without knowing the identity of the knowledge contributor, knowledge adoption is difficult, indicating
a less efficient knowledge exchange (Nickerson 1999). 

Second, from a relationship-building perspective, people with similar interests or attitudes, in similar social groups, or with similar
experience are more likely to communicate and build relationship with each other (Newcomb 1961). A more accurate online
identity can help community members identify similar others to build relationships (Jensen et al. 2002). In this sense, identity
formation in a virtual community facilitates the relationship-building goal of virtual community participants. 

Finally, besides helping virtual community members achieve their behavior efficiency and relationship-building goals, identity
formation also promotes knowledge contribution. Research on pro-social behavior in a virtual environment indicates that people
help “strangers” not only because of altruism but also for reputation (Donath 1999; Faraj and Wasko 2003; Lerner and Tirole
2000), future reciprocation (Ackerman 1998), and self-esteem (Faraj and Wasko 2003; Gu and Jarvenpaa 2003; Hertel et al. 2003;
Kollock 1999). Many studies have provided evidence that recognition and acknowledgment from group members increase a focal
person’s overall participation (Hertel et al. 2003; Stasser et al. 1995; Thomas-Hunt et al. 2003).  Establishing one’s online identity
provides a great deal of motivation for knowledge contributors, helping them increase their reputation, the possibility of future
reciprocation, and self-esteem (Axelrod 1984; Donath 1999). Without appropriate acknowledgement, a participant may perceive
that her effort is not recognized or rewarded and withdraw from future contribution. In this sense, identity recognition maintains
the sustainability of community activities by motivating knowledge contribution.

In summary, identity plays an important role in efficient information exchange and online relationship building. It also motivates
knowledge contribution in an online community. However, the importance of identity formation in a virtual environment is mostly
overlooked by previous research. In this study, we adopt an identity-based approach and analyze in-depth how identity
communication is enabled by information technologies in a virtual community. The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows.
Next, the literature on identity, virtual community, and identity communication is briefly reviewed. This is followed by the
specific research model and propositions. The paper concludes with a discussion of the implications of the model and directions
for future research.
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Related Literature

The concept of identity has been developed in work by Erickson (1968). Despite the widely academic and popular use, the concept
of identity is still elusive and vague. There are numerous definitions of identity in the extant literature and most of them comprise
two components: personal identity and social identity. A personal identity is “a set of attributes, beliefs, desires, or principles of
action that a person thinks distinguish her in socially relevant ways” (Fearon 1999, p. 2). Personal identity sometimes is also called
dispositional identity because it describes individual traits (e.g., brave, optimistic, or intelligent). A social identity is “an
individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his membership in a social group together with the value and
emotional significance attached to that membership (Tajfel 1981, p. 255).  In other words, a social identity is formed when people
identify themselves as members of a social group. Table 1 provides some of the most frequently cited definitions of identity.

Personal and social identities can be built and communicated online in a virtual community (Donath 1999). A virtual community
refers to a group of people (virtual community members) who communicate with one another in a technology-supported
cyberspace, develop a relationship, and/or try to achieve some goals (Lee et al. 2002).  Carver (1999) classified online com-
munities into four types: communities of communication, communities of information, communities of entertainment, and
communities of transaction. While these communities are different in goals and focus, identity formation and communication
always play an important role in efficient information exchange and online relationship building.

Self-verification theory suggests that people are motivated to confirm their identities (Goffman 1959; Swann 1983; Swann et al.
2000).  Goffman (1959), in his seminal work, The Presentation of Self in Every Day Life, argued that people want to explain
themselves to others regarding their identities before concentrating on the work or other goals that bring them together. Other
social psychologists support Goffman’s theory and suggest that individuals can use a variety of tactics to communicate their
identities, including self-description, attitude statements, public attribution, nonverbal behavior (e.g., physical appearance or body
language), social associations, and other behavioral tactics (e.g., helping behavior) (Jones et al. 1981; Jones and Pittman 1982;
Leary 1996).  Previous studies also provide empirical evidence that people were more satisfied and were more inclined to continue
the relationship if others could confirm their identities (De La Ronde and Swann 1998; McNulty and Swann 1994). 

Although the research on identity communication online is sparse, we believe that, similar to being in a physical world,
participants in a virtual community also need a sense of certainty and continuity by obtaining identity confirmation from other
people with whom they interact.  For example, a virtual community member who believes that she is knowledgeable in JAVA

Table 1.  Sample Definitions of Identity

Definition Source
“Identity is one’s feelings about oneself, especially with regard to character,
goals, and origins.”

Adapted from Erickson’s (1968)
concept of “Identity Crisis”

“Social identity is the individual’s knowledge that he belongs to certain social
groups together with some emotional and value significance to him of this group
membership.”

Tajfel 1981, p. 255

Self is construed in three levels:  individual level, interpersonal level and group
level.  Individual level identity is the “differentiated, individuated self-
concepts”; interpersonal self is “the self-concept derived from connections and
role relationships with significant others”; and collective self “corresponds to
the concept of social identity.”

Brewer and Gardner 1996

“The individual’s self-appraisal of a variety of attributes along the dimensions
of physical and cognitive abilities, personal traits and motives, and the
multiplicity of social roles including worker, family member, and community
citizen.”

Whitbourne and Connolly 1999, p. 28

“Identity refers to either (a) a social category, defined by membership rules and
(alleged) characteristic attributes or expected behaviors, or (b) socially
distinguishing features that a person takes a special pride in or views as
unchangeable but socially consequential, or (a) and (b) at once.”

Fearon 1999, p. 1
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programming will feel less uncertainty about the outcome of cooperating with others and contributing JAVA knowledge if she
feels that other community members hold the same belief about her.  Due to a relative lack of identity cues in computer-mediated
communication, individuals may be even more motivated to express their identities in a virtual world to obtain identity affirmation
from others. Experiments have shown that individuals demonstrated more self-disclosure using computer-mediated
communication than face-to-face communication (Tidwell and Walther 2002). How individuals use community artifacts to express
and communicate their identities, and how identity confirmation from other community members influences the satisfaction and
knowledge contribution of the focal person are described next in the proposed model.

Theoretical Model and Research Propositions

The Identity Consonance Construct

Identity consonance, the key concept of our theoretical prospective, is defined as the perceived fit between a focal person’s belief
about his or her identity and the recognition and verification of this identity by other community members. Two similar constructs
can be found in the recent literature:  interpersonal congruence (Polzer et al. 2002) and identity comprehension (Thatcher et al.
2003; Thatcher and Zhu 2004). In the group diversity literature, interpersonal congruence is a group-level construct defined as
“the degree to which group members see others in the group as others see themselves” (Polzer et al. 2002, p. 298). Polzer et al.
tested that interpersonal congruence fostered harmonious interaction and creative group performance. Similarly, identity
comprehension is defined as “the degree to which important others understand a focal person’s identities and the relative
importance of their identities to the focal person” (Thatcher 2004, p. 2). 

The identity consonance construct defined in this paper is different from interpersonal congruence and identity comprehension
in three ways. First, identity consonance is a perceptual construct. The psychology literature has provided abundant evidence that
people may perceive more self-confirmation than actually exists (Swann et al. 2004). Hence, the perception of consonance may
be biased. However, it is an individual’s perception that ultimately determines her interpretation of community experience and
behavior.  Therefore, the perceived instead of objective fit between an individual’s self-view and other’s appraisal is adopted in
this study to predict community member behavior. Second, identity consonance is an individual level construct, which
differentiates it from interpersonal congruence. Finally, the identity consonance construct focuses on both identity recognition
and verification, while identity comprehension simply evaluates the recognition of important identities by significant others. For
instance, group members may understand that the identity as a programming expert is important to an individual (identity
comprehension is high) but do not verify or acknowledge the “expert” identity (identity consonance is relatively low). 

The level of identity consonance can be further evaluated as personal identity consonance and social identity consonance (see
Swann et al. 2004). As reviewed earlier, identity has two components: personal identity and social identity. When the personal
identity consonance is high, an individual perceives that her personal traits and characteristics are recognized and verified by
others. For example, John may think of himself as a good engineer. He may be motivated to interact with other people if he
believes they also think of him as a good engineer. When the group (social) identity consonance is high, an individual perceives
that other members recognize her group membership.  For instance, John’s identity may be as a member of a social group, such
as an elite developer group. If he perceives that other people in the community recognize him as a member of such a group, he
may be motivated to participate more and benefit the community. 

The remainder of this section presents the antecedents and consequences of identity consonance in a virtual community (Figure 1).
Attribution theory and self-verification theory are adopted as the primary theoretical framework for our propositions.

Community Artifacts Facilitating Identity Consonance

In spite of the ubiquitous use of many community artifacts such as reputation systems and interaction archives, no theoretical
underpinning has been provided to explain how these technologies can promote the success of a virtual community. Next, drawing
upon attribution theory, we suggest that the use of four types of community artifacts (virtual co-presence, persistent labeling, self-
presentation, and deep profiling) will lead to identity consonance, which in turn influences an individual’s satisfaction and
knowledge contribution in a virtual community. 

Attribution theory explains how people use available information to develop social perceptions about other people’s dispositions
(Heider 1958; Jones and Davis 1965; Kelley 1972). One key arena in attribution research is actor-observer difference, defined
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Identity consonance

Tenure (+)
Offline activities (+)
Community Size (+/-)

Identity need (+)

Satisfaction

Knowledge 
Contribution

(+) (+)

Deep profiling

Virtual co-presence

Persistent labeling

Self-presentation

Identity consonance
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Offline activities (+)
Community Size (+/-)

Identity need (+)

Satisfaction

Knowledge 
Contribution

(+) (+)

Deep profiling

Virtual co-presence

Persistent labeling

Self-presentation

Deep profiling

Virtual co-presence

Persistent labeling

Self-presentation

Figure 1.  Theoretical Model

as the different attributions made by behavior actors and observers (Jones and Nisbett 1972).  Researchers have suggested that
the observer may not be aware of the behavioral contexts or constraints faced by the actor, therefore is likely to use stereotypes
or over-attribute dispositional factors about the actor. In contrast, actors may use self-serving attribution to make inference of their
behavior in favor of their own self-images. This attribution difference leads to a different understanding of a focal person’s
identity. For instance, if a person fails a test, is it because s/he is not smart, or is it because the test is difficult? Experiments have
shown that the subjects who took the test emphasized situational factors (i.e., the test is difficult), while the subjects who were
observers made the inference that the actor was not intelligent (Jones and Nisbett 1972). 

Attribution differences can result in low identity consonance because an individual and other community members make different
inferences of the focal person’s behavior. Attribution difference is expected to be particularly strong in computer-mediated
contexts because identity cues are less available compared to face-to-face communication (Gu and Jarvenpaa 2003; Lea and
Spears 1992). Information of behavioral contexts and constraints is also masked because of the unsynchronized and distant
interaction between virtual community members. In such settings, actor-observer difference is likely to be more significant.

Several interventions have been proposed to reduce actor-observer difference.  First, increasing individual accountability may
reduce actor-observer bias (Tetlock 1985; Wells et al. 1977).  Accountability is defined as the expectation that one is responsible
to justify his/her feeling and behavior to others (Lerner and Tetlock 1999). A feeling of accountability can be achieved by
manipulating the presence of others or the identifiability of individuals (Lerner and Tetlock 1999). See Lerner and Tetlock (1999)
for an extensive literature review. Second, mechanisms that exchange the perspectives of actors or observers help reduce
attribution difference. For example, in a lab experiment, when the actors saw a videotape of their own behavior as seen by the
observers, attribution difference was reduced (Storms 1973). In some other studies, the contexts or environment under which a
behavior was conducted was brought to the attention of observers, enhancing their understanding of the actors (Regan and Totten
1975).

Next, we describe how some community artifacts can reduce attribution difference by increasing accountability and facilitating
perspective exchange. We describe four categories of community artifacts that will increase identity consonance: virtual co-
presence, persistent labeling, self-presentation, and deep profiling (the examples are summarized in Table 2).

Virtual Co-Presence

Goffman (1963) defined co-presence as “a form of physical co-location in which individuals become accessible, available, and
subject to one another” (p. 22).  He also suggested that a sense of co-presence is a requirement for both the perceiver and the
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Table 2.  Community Artifacts Reducing Attribution Difference and Increasing Identity Consonance

Virtual 
Co-Presence Persistent Labeling Self-Presentation Deep Profiling

Intervention Accountability and
Perspective Exchange

Accountability Perspective Exchange Perspective Exchange

Sample
Community
Artifacts

• Instant Messenger
• Chat room
• “Who is online”

feature 
• “Who is doing

what” feature

• UserID
• UserID across

different communi-
ties (e.g., MS
Passport)

• User Name
• Signature
• Avatar or nickname
• Profile
• Personal page

• User Name 
• Member directories

and search engine 
• Reputation and

rankings
• Feedback
• “Who did what”

feature
• Interaction archive 

perceivee to engage in identity communication. Without co-presence, individuals may feel their identity expression cannot be
observed and recognized. If we adopt a broader definition of co-presence, electronic proximity can also bring about a sense of
co-presence. Slater et al. (2000) defined virtual co-presence as a subjective feeling of being together with others in a virtual
environment. For instance, using synchronized communication tools such as a chat room and instant messenger may bring a sense
of being together. Also, some online communities show explicitly which members are currently connected online, or provide
information about what an online user is doing (e.g., reading a message or typing a reply).  The use of these features improved
an individual’s sense of co-presence with other community members.

As reviewed earlier, a sense of accountability can be manipulated by the presence of others. Co-presence, physical or virtual, can
increase individuals’ perceived accountability (Erickson et al. 2002; Erickson and Kellogg 2000; Gerhard et al. 2002; Lerner and
Tetlock 1999) of their behavior, which in turn, drawing upon the evidence from attribution theory, may reduce the attribution
difference between community members, thereby leading to a high identity consonance. 

Proposition 1:  A virtual community member’s use of community artifacts facilitating virtual co-presence is
positively related to his/her identity consonance.

Persistent Labeling

Anonymous communication online is double-edged, having both positive and negative impacts on virtual group communication
(Davenport 2002). Anonymity, promoting free speech and a sense of privacy, also reduces accountability because people no
longer feel that they can be identified and evaluated.

Even though the revelation of real-world identity (i.e., name) is usually not required for most online communities, users
maintaining a permanent ID (label) online may perceive more accountability than those having no persistent label. Members who
keep a label for a relatively longer time have usually gained more identity capital and are more identifiable. According to
attribution theory, increased accountability due to identifiability will lead to a higher identity consonance.

Proposition 2:  A virtual community member’s use of community artifacts supporting persistent labeling is
positively related to his/her identity consonance. 

Self-Presentation

People often use stereotypes to infer other community members’ dispositions. However, an individual’s actual identity or
disposition can be very different from what might be inferred from stereotyping. Self-presentation helps an individual
communicate her/his identity, so other community members can form a more sophisticated understanding of her/his identity which
is more likely to be accurate.
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Community artifacts for self-presentation are listed in Table 2. We have observed multiple virtual communities to find how these
artifacts are used to express individual identity. For example, a signature file can be appended to a post. It is usually a statement
of personal style and value. Here is a sample signature that expresses an individual’s identity as a knowledgeable sport fan: 

Qiaqia’s top 5 saddest sports moments in 2003:
1. Yankees lost in the world series…2. Steelers lost in OT in the playoff… 
3. Fitzgerald did not win Heisman....4. Steelers couldn’t win 2 games in a row….  
5. Pitt football didn’t win Big East and go to a BCS Bowl...

Similarly, an avatar is a visual symbol that usually presents some personality. The use of avatars helps other members better
understand the social or personal identity of the focal person. Also, user profiles may include any information about a user. Some
virtual communities provide statistics or log files regarding a user’s activities, such as the total number of posts and the total
amount of time of site visiting. User profiles can also include identity information (e.g., photos, background, experience, interests,
and habits) that the user wishes to disclose to others.

The asymmetric attributions by actors and observers are partially due to information asymmetry (i.e., the observer’s lack of
information of the actor’s environmental and personal characteristics).  Experiments have found that providing the same
information to both parties eliminated the attribution differences (Hansen and Lowe 1976). A focal person actively using the
community artifacts identified above makes available his/her behavioral contexts, social associations, dispositional traits, and
value systems to other community members, which, according to prior studies, may reduce the actor-observer attribution
differences and lead to a high identity consonance.

Proposition 3:  A virtual community member’s use of community artifacts facilitating self-presentation is
positively related to his/her identity consonance. 

Deep Profiling

For efficient identity communication, personal and social identity information needs to be provided to the community to construct
a mental representation about the focal person. Even though many identity cues available in the physical world are missing,
computer-mediated communication could also have some advantages over face-to-face communication. Knapp and Vangelisti
(2000) suggested five stages in relationship formation: initiating, experimenting, intensifying, integrating, and bonding. If member
profiles and interaction archives contain a large amount of interaction information, the pace of relationship building and
interpersonal recognition may be accelerated. A great deal of identity information may have been provided before individuals
interact very much. Archives serve as an extended memory of social information, helping users, especially new members of a
community, to understand a focal person’s identity.

According to attribution theory, community artifacts in this category help reduce attribution difference and promote identity
consonance. First, community archives record more context information of previous social interactions than traditional
mechanisms like word-of-mouth. As explained earlier, unawareness of an actor’s behavioral contexts may result in attribution
difference. Therefore, interaction archives with context information help observers understand the identity of the actor. Second,
ranking (or reputation) systems, archives, and feedback help an actor reflect on her own behavior and hence take the perspective
of an observer. Examining oneself from a third person’s perspective can help reduce self-serving attribution errors, which in turn
minimizes the gap between the self-view of an actor and the appraisal of the observers (Bem 1972). Albright and Molloy (1999)
empirically testified that an opportunity to observe oneself in social interaction increased the accuracy of a person’s social
judgments of herself.

Proposition 4:  A virtual community member’s use of community artifacts supporting deep profiling is
positively related to his/her identity consonance.

Consequences of Identity Consonance

Satisfaction

Self-verification theory indicates that people seek confirmation of their identity (Swann 1983). The majority of studies on self-
verification have investigated and found a strong relationship between identity verification and satisfaction (De La Ronde and
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Swann 1998; McNulty and Swann 1994; Swann 1983; Swann et al. 2004).  Individuals in a virtual community whose identities
are recognized and verified by others will feel better understood and are more likely to believe they will be treated in ways desired.
However, we believe that this may only apply to those individuals who identify themselves as a community member. For an
individual who randomly visits a community to obtain some information and walks away, the necessity of future interaction is
low and the identity recognition from others will have limited impact on the individual’s feeling and behavior.

Proposition 5:  For individuals who identify themselves with the community, identity consonance is positively
related to their satisfaction with the community.

Knowledge Contribution

What motivates knowledge contribution among strangers in computer-mediated contexts has been explored by several studies
recently. Constant et al. (1996) examined the use of email for help seeking and giving within an organization and suggested that
citizenship behavior and the desire to benefit the organization were the major motivations for helping behavior. Other work by
Constant et al. (1994) showed that people were more willing to share information that expresses their identities (i.e., personal
expertise) than share information not identity-related. Wasko and Faraj (2000) suggested that altruism, generalized reciprocity,
and community interest were important motives. Also, Subramani and Peddibhotla (2003) examining individual contribution to
product reviews of an Internet store suggested that social affiliation, professional self expression, reputation benefits, and social
capital help explain the motivations underlying contribution. 

Based upon the above research, community members’ motivation of knowledge contribution can converge to two core
expectations: individual interests and group interests. For individual interests, community members contribute knowledge to gain
reputation, future reciprocity, self-expression, and social capital. In this sense, a high level of identity consonance fulfills such
expectations and promotes further contributions. For group interests, community members contribute knowledge because they
want to benefit a group and its members. However, they must first engender a feeling of being part of that group before
contributing. In other words, the social identity as a group member and other related identity must be first recognized. By reaching
this consensus regarding identities, people will feel confident and obtain a sense of continuity and coherence (Swann et al. 2000).

No matter what motivates individuals to contribute to a virtual community, personal or group interests, identity consonance
represents a prerequisite and an important motivation for knowledge contribution and participation. Numerous studies have
provided evidence that acknowledgment from group members increases a focal person’s contribution (Hertel et al. 2003; Stasser
et al. 1995; Thomas-Hunt et al. 2003).  Hence, we propose that:

Proposition 6:  A virtual community member’s identity consonance is positively related to his/her knowledge
contribution.

Moderating Effects

People try to present and confirm their identities or self-image to both internal (oneself) and external (others) audiences.  However,
they may not weigh the two types of audiences equally (Markus and Wurf 1987; Thatcher and Zhu 2004). Depending on an
individual member’s goals and dispositional traits, she may rely more on others’ appraisal or place more emphasis on verification
from self to obtain a sense of satisfaction (Thatcher and Zhu 2004). In this study, individuals who weigh the internal audience
more than external audiences are defined as having a low identity verification need, while individuals who weigh external
audiences more than internal audience have a high identity verification need. The level of identity need is dependent on both an
individual’s goal of participating in an online community and her disposition.
 
Because the identity consonance construct describes the perceived fit between an individual’s belief of her identity and the
recognition from external audiences, the relationship between identity consonance and satisfaction and knowledge contribution
will be stronger for virtual community members with a high identity need. For individuals with a low identity need, instead of
relying on other people’s affirmation, they emphasize more the ideal and consistent self-view held by themselves to direct their
behavior and achieve a sense of satisfaction (Shamir 1992).

Proposition 7a:  The relationship between identity consonance and member satisfaction will be stronger for
a virtual community member with a high identity need.
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Proposition 7b:   The relationship between identity consonance and knowledge contribution will be stronger
for a virtual community member with a high identity need. 

Control Variables

Besides using community artifacts to form one’s online identity, several other variables may influence the level of identity
consonance. First, individual tenure in a virtual community can have a positive link to identity consonance. Members who have
been with a virtual community for a longer time are shaping and communicating their identities in day-to-day interactions with
other members, and therefore may perceive a higher fit between their own self-view and those of others. Second, offline activities
can be positively related to identity consonance. Identity communication online can be broadened and reinforced during face-to-
face communication. Through the offline activities, virtual community members will be able to express and obtain more identity
cues (Fulk et al. 1987). Finally, the size of a community may have an impact on identity consonance. Butler (2001) examined the
opposing forces of community size and concluded that size had both positive and negative influences on community structures.
Identity confirmation from more in-group members can increase satisfaction and motivation. However, it is also more difficult
to gain identity confirmation from a large number of community members.

Discussion and Conclusion

Despite the fast growth of online communities and the ubiquity of various community technologies, a theory relating the design
of community technology and virtual community effectiveness is still lacking. The proposed conceptual model analyzing online
community satisfaction and knowledge contribution from an identity perspective represents one of the first attempts to bridge the
gap between virtual community practice and research. The proposed framework has two key implications for the information
systems community. First, investigation of virtual community design can help us better understand what features of the community
technology can efficiently improve the sustainability of a virtual community. The extant community design literature usually
proceeds in a pragmatic style that employs guidelines without formal theoretical justification (Turoff et al. 1993). The mechanics
through which community features increase the sustainability of a virtual community have not yet been precisely explained.
Drawing upon attribution theory, this paper provided a theoretical underpinning for understanding how four categories of virtual
community artifacts (virtual co-presence, persistent labeling, self-presentation, and deep profiling) improve community
sustainability.  Second, in contrast with prior literature where the importance of identity formation and verification are mostly
overlooked, this study represents one of the first attempts to theoretically integrate the identity construct into virtual community
research. Understanding the role of identity in computer-mediated communication sheds light on virtual collaboration in virtual
teams or virtual communities of practice. 

The model also has important managerial implications. First, the propositions provide practical guidelines for organizations that
expect to create value by supporting customer or employee communities. The framework proposed in this research is useful for
community developers to design their IT infrastructure to support a sustained virtual community. Further, geographically
distributed organizations can also gain some insight into the importance of identity consonance in a virtual team.

Finally, limitations of this study, which imply productive future research, should be mentioned. First, the conceptual model and
propositions need to be tested empirically. As an ongoing research effort, we are currently observing and conducting interviews
with virtual community participants to discover the important dimensions of identities in a virtual environment. We are also
developing operational measures and in preparation for an empirical test of the model with data collected from members of
multiple virtual communities. Second, in this study, we chose to adopt an identity-based approach to examine knowledge
contribution in a virtual environment. Other research on pro-social behavior links other constructs to knowledge contribution, such
as affiliation, self-esteem, and reciprocation (e.g., Faraj et al. 2003).  It would be beneficial and interesting to examine how
identity consonance relates to these constructs.
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