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Abstract 

Online social networking and virtual communities have increasingly become common 

destinations for users and consumers. It not only serves as an online hang-out ‘place’ but also a 

platform for its members to obtain and share information about topics of mutual-interest. This 

study looks at product-related online forums and participation in those forums by online 

consumers in Malaysia. Antecedents for participation in online forums were investigated and 

empirical findings are presented.  

Keywords: virtual communities, online forums, online participation, online purchase, online 

repeat purchase online word-of-mouth 

Introduction and Research Rationales 

Virtual communities have increasingly become platforms for consumers’ interaction, especially 

about products.  These communities serve as media on the Internet for the spread of both positive 

as well as negative word-of-mouth which could provide instant feedback to the marketers. This 

new phenomenon has quickly been utilized by marketers in situations such as prototyping of 

product design, product testing and product support activities, where consumer satisfaction and 

endorsement are of vital importance (Nambisan 2002). The purpose of this paper is to investigate 

the antecedents for consumers’ participation in product-related online forums in Malaysia. While 

this area of study has been receiving increasing interest among the researchers in the West, it is 

still pretty limited in developing countries. In order to expand the present knowledge and enrich 

the literature in this area, this research was conducted in Malaysia; one of the countries that is fast 

catching up with this phenomenon. Consumers’ willingness to participate in an online community 

refers to their willingness to contribute information to that virtual community so that it can be 

shared and consumed by other members and online consumers. In line with the conceptualization 

developed by Sumeet, Kim, and Zheng (2006), participation has been reflected by members’ 

commitment to participate in the virtual community at various levels ranging from merely being 

lurkers (passive participants who consume the messages but do not contribute) to  novices (those 

who are new to this communities having some experience of participation) and experienced users 

(active participants having vast experience). 

 

Conceptual Model and Hypotheses Development 

Self-efficacy is “the consumers’ judgment of his or her knowledge and skill regarding the 

service” (Dolen, de Ruyter and Carman 2006; p.327). It is a form of self-evaluation that 

influences one’s decision whether to adopt certain behaviors or not (Hsu, Ju, Yen and Chang 

2007) and is especially relevant in the online environment. A review of the literature provides 
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evidence that self-efficacy has a positive influence on users’ Internet adoption behavior. An early 

study by Johnson and Marakas (2000) revealed that self-efficacy indeed played an important role 

on the adoption of Internet technology. Wang, Lin and Tang (2003) showed that computer self-

efficacy has significant indirect effects on behavioral intention of Internet banking system.  

Figure 1: Conceptual model 

 

Participating in a virtual community would require one to be literate and familiar with the 

process. Having self-efficacy on the use of online community could be an important predictor for 

consumers to participate. Therefore, it is posited that 

H1: Self-efficacy has a significant influence on consumers’ participation in online community 

The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), used by many to predict Internet adoption behavior, 

has been proven to be a powerful model for such purpose. Perceived usefulness (PU) is defined 

as the prospective users’ subjective probability that using a specific application system will 

increase his or her job performance within an organizational context while perceived ease of use 

(PEOU) is defined as the degree to which the prospective user expects the target system to be 

free of effort (Davis et al. 1989). In a country such as Malaysia, where the Internet technology 

and infrastructure still lags behind those of developed countries, a consumer may need to see how 

relevant the website is for him/her and how convenient it is to use before deciding to participate. 

As such it is hypothesized that: 

H2: Consumers’ perceived usefulness of the online community will positively influence their 

participation 

H3: Consumers’ perceived ease of use of the online community will positively influence their 

participation 

 

According to Resnick, Zeckhauser, Friedman and Kuwabara (2000), a reputation system collects, 

distributes and aggregates feedback about participants’ past behaviour. Reputation in this study 

refers to the extent that the virtual community receives positive or negative feedbacks from its 

readers and members. In virtual communities, consumers form and share their opinions about 

products or vendors based on their previous encounters which will have the tendency to motivate 

other members to respond. The continuous interaction in the form of messages exchanged online 

will help build the reputation for that particular online community. A good reputation of an online 

community would be expected to increase users’ interest with the virtual community and lead to 
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participation. Users may be depending on the reputation of the community to decide whether to 

participate or not in which they would be relying on such information to proceed with their 

purchase decisions. As such it can be hypothesized that the reputation of the online communities 

could prompt consumers to participate. Our next hypothesis is, 

H4: Reputation of an online community is significantly related to consumers’ online participation  

Dholakia, Bagozzi and Pearo (2004) define social identity as the conception of one’s self in terms 

of the group’s defining features and is achieved when a user comes to view himself as a member 

of a community. According to Hogg  and Abrams (1988), social identity is a psychological state 

where coming from an individualistic person, a user hopes to become more sharing and behave 

collectively. Studies in various contexts and scopes including open source software community 

(Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2006b), small group brand communities such as Harley Owner Groups 

(Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2006a), European Car Club (Algesheimer, Dholakia and Herrmann, 

2005), cross-cultural recreational chatters (Bagozzi, Dholakia andMookerjee, 2006) and virtual 

community chatters (Bagozzi and Dholakia 2002) showed significant influence of both social 

identity and group norms on users’ participation in the communities. As virtual communities can 

be seen as platforms to belong to a group when it could be a different situation in the reality, it 

can be posited that social identity is one of the drivers for online community participation. 

Therefore, 

H5: Stronger social identity will lead to consumers’ participation in the online communities 

Group norms refer to an understanding of and a commitment by an individual member to a set of 

goals, values, beliefs and conventions shared with other group members (Dholakia et al., 2004). It 

is the norms that members adopt when they realize that they share similar goals and beliefs. As 

had been explained by Dholakia et al.(2004), it can be assumed that online users who find that 

they agree and share mutual norms with the online group would encourage participation. 

Therefore it is hypothesized that, 

H6: Consumer’s agreement with the online community’s group norms would lead them to 

participate online. 

Methodology 

The product-related online forums selected are based on the pre-specified criteria set forth by 

previous studies (eg. Witmer et al. 1999, Valck 2005). Twelve forums of Malaysian origin that 

agreed to participate in the Survey of which five falls under the photography category; four are 

one stop portals for forums and online shopping and three are specifically for enthusiasts of cars 

and bikes. Data was collected using an online survey. There were a total of 289 responses with 

less than 5% missing values. Measurement scales were developed based on past studies in similar 

areas. Majority of the respondents are male (80%), Almost half of the respondents were in  the 

26-35 age groups (44.6%), 39.8% belonged to the 15-25 age groups, 11% in the 36-45groups, 

3.5% in the 46-55 years of age groups and 0.3% falls into the age groups of less than 15 years, or 

more than 56 years. About two fifths (40.5%) of the respondents had undergraduate degree 

followed by 36.3% tertiary diploma holders, 12.1% postgraduates and just 11.1% high school 

leavers. An overwhelming majority of the respondents (88.9%) are locally educated (i.e., 

Malaysia) while the rest (11.1%) had studied abroad. Preliminary data analysis was conducted 

and the measurement model was assessed using the confirmatory factor analysis [CFA] using 

AMOS. Regression analysis was performed for hypotheses testing.  
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Table I: Respondents profile 
Items Frequency Percentage 

Gender Male 231 79.9 

 Female 58 20.1 

Age <15 years 1 0.3 

 15-25 years 115 39.8 

 26-35 years 129 44.6 

 36-45 years 32 11.1 

 46- 55 years 10 3.5 

 56-65 years 1 0.3 

 >65 years 1 0.3 

Education High school 32 11.1 

 Diploma 105 36.3 

 Undergraduate 117 40.5 

 Postgraduate 35 12.1 

Place of education Local 257 88.9 

 Overseas 32 11.1 

 

Results 

Initial analysis 

 

Normality assessment confirms that most of the variables are normally distributed. 

Multicollinearity does not seem to be a problem: the VIF for all variables are less than 5 and the 

tolerance index is above 0.1. Results of assessment for the model’s validity and reliability show 

that the loadings for all variables ranges between 0.71 and 0.94, satisfying convergent validity 

criteria. The fact that AVEs of the variables had exceeded the square of the correlation between 

the constructs (Fornell and Larcker 1981) indicates the achievement of discriminant validity. 

Also, the AVE for each variable, which is above 0.50, confirms the discriminant validity. 

Cronbach alpha values for all variables range between 0.724 and 0.922. Hence reliability is 

verified. Finally, the overall measurement model appears to have a good enough fit to permit 

further analysis (CMIN/DF=1.937, RMR=0.48, GFI=0.941, NFI=0.946, TLI=0.962, CFI=0.973, 

RMSEA=0.057).  

 

Hypotheses testing 

 

Hypotheses are tested with multiple regression analysis and an R-square value of 0.299 is 

obtained.  

Table II: Reliability and validity 
Independent 

variables 

Cronbach 

Alpha 

Composite 

reliability 

AVE 

Self-efficacy 0.854 0.901 0.696 

Perceived usefulness 0.770 0.853 0.660 

Perceived ease of use 0.922 0.963 0.928 

Reputation 0.846 0.899 0.960 

Social identity 0.901 0.901 0.752 

Group norms 0.725 0.867 0.767 
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Although R
2
 indicates a rather low value, the model can still be considered as reasonably fit with 

all independent variables explaining about 30% of the variation in online participation. Of the six 

antecedents three namely, self-efficacy, reputation and social identity, have been found to 

significantly affect online participation. Thus H1, H4 and H5 are supported. Perceived usefulness, 

perceived ease of use and group norms are found to be not significant in influencing users’ 

participation in online forums. Therefore H2, H3 and H6 are rejected. 

 

Table III: Regression analysis results 
Constructs Beta t-value p-value Significance 

Constant 2.445 5.815 0.000  

Self efficacy 0.097 1.840 0.067** 0.01 

Perceived usefulness -0.041 -0.518 0.605 No 

Perceived ease of use -0.037 -0.565 0.573 No 

Reputation -0.206 -2.077 0.039* 0.05 

Social identity 0.123 2.811 0.005* 0.05 

Group norms 0.095 1.522 0.129 No 

       R2
 = 0.299 

        Dependent variable = online participation 

 

Conclusion and Future Direction 

The findings seem to show that only psychological factors are significant in influencing 

Malaysian forum users to participate while no support was found in technology-based factors (PU 

and PEOU). The significant influence can be explained by the very context of this study. 

Malaysia represents a collective culture, hence reliance on others’ approval or the need to have 

agreement between self’s and others’ ethical beliefs and norms before proceeding with certain 

actions are important. This is confirmed by the insignificant results of PU and PEOU which are 

contrary to the findings of previous studies conducted in the developed countries. It indicates that 

while the availability and infrastructure of Internet technology are crucial for the uptake of online 

participation in general, consumers’ inner factors play a bigger role in this context. Hence web 

administrators and online marketers need to tailor their strategies to capture this particular aspect 

of Malaysian consumers in order to get them to participate in online forums especially those 

related to products or companies. This model could be replicated in other developing countries in 

order to achieve the generalazibility of these findings. Other antecedents can be included in the 

model so that deeper insight and understanding of the effects of online community participation 

in developing countries could be enhanced.  
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