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ABSTRACT
Brand community has been a topic of interest in recent years. Nowadays, consumers do not merely select commodities, but also select the brands that they recognize. The inseparable “relationship” between consumers and brands has been continually evolving and this paper focuses on such relationship. Taking part in a brand community and interacting with other members within it will lead a consumer to change his sense of belonging, his recognition of the brand, and, to a certain degree, his perceptual risk. These changes will then affect the consumer’s purchase intention and may even lead the customer to give some related recommendations and comments to other consumers. This research is based on practical material collection and clear information classification, and will adopt the LISREL
 to evaluate the model. Afterwards, a deduction on its relevance will be presented so as to give the brands, the enterprises, and the community operators some references in the future. 
The object of the questionnaire survey for this study is a certain group of mobile phone users, focusing on those who are now using or have used this electronic product. The questionnaires were given back were 261 and 200, respectively. The result shows that consumers can indeed be affected by the degree of their participation in a brand community and that their purchase intention a certain product changes mainly because of their changing belongingness to a brand community, and their perceptual risks and brand recognition, which lead them to change their purchasing behavior. 
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INTRODUCTION
Brand community is an aggregate of various consumers’ similar purchasing ideas and behavior. It is also a congregation of those who have the same preference toward a certain brand, the members of which discuss, participate in activities, and pass information, thereby forming a specific brand community. In the past, when Internet usage was not yet common, the existence of brand communities was limited by regions and information restrictions. However, these limitations did not prevent one from being affected by the attraction of brands and from searching related information, as well as participating in communities that had association with the brands. Today, the widespread use of the Internet reduced the restrictions on information dissemination. More individuals are now able to take part in the communities they are interested in. They can form various communities and groups on the Internet, as well as create numbers of circulations of knowledge and information. On the one hand, consumers seek the answers they want to know on the net, and on the other hand, they give others their opinions and provide some solutions. Thus, the interactions between individuals have evolved from the real to the virtual
. Nevertheless, the ultimate goal of the consumers is still to obtain information on whether or not specific products can meet their requirements. They reach this goal through face to face discussions and inquiries with schoolmates, colleagues and friends. Meanwhile, posting questions and inquiries on the net by various individuals have led to the creation of brand communities, which has provided another source for consumers to obtain professional knowledge and a place for them to discuss and communicate with each other. Thru interaction within brand communities, consumers can significantly change their recognition of the brands, which can be interrupted by information from all sources. When receiving information, the verification of the source should be considered in terms of whether or not it has been exaggerated by irresponsible individuals. Brand recognition originates from a certain trust
, involvement, and behavior, and it can be enhanced by the consumer’s participation in brand communities. Relative consumption prior to studying purchasing behavior can cause certain perceptual risks due to the negative factors caused by uncertainties. This is because all consumers expect to buy commodities that meet their requirements and their budgets the best.
 Brand recognition can then be an important element in reducing these negative factors, because for the consumers, perceptions affect the after-purchase comments and attitude toward information after they have participated in the communities. 
Through a series of interactions and information sharing, the members in the same community establish their unique community belongingness, which is similar to social recognition, this means that the dependence felt by an individual on the community he belongs to is subjective, that is, he will pay attention only to events and objects that have relevance to himself. The emergence of the community pave the way for individuals who have the same habits or similar purpose to discuss and study together, thereby creating a certain kind of belongingness, and expecting such community to be somewhat recognized. 
Community is the essence of every organization and society. The interactions, communications, and effects between members in a community will create many unexpected innovative and original ideas. The influence that comes from the community of a specific brand is very strong, an example of which is the Harley
 Davidson community which has given the mass a good impression. When members of the community gather, a significant number of persons of different vocations come, driving the distance with their vehicles to participate. Moreover, they spread the news to their acquaintances, causing a stronger effect and bringing in the drivers’ consumption trends. This effect transmitted to the enterprises enables them to get much closer to the fans of the brands by knowing more about the drivers’ consumption trends and expectations. 
In the course of time, the increase in computer and Internet usage made it possible for the communities to sprout like mushrooms, and many traditional communities have been considerably strengthened through this trend. In addition, numerous virtual communities have been established, overcoming distance, time and other limitations, attracting more individuals with the same interest to take part in them. A great number of important information has been spread through this virtual advantage. There are also many amazing communities that have been formed on the net, such as the unmentioned station of Chiao Tung University, the BBS
 of all the universities, Toget, Bahamut and Slime’s home, among others. These paved the way for further communication of information and knowledge and leading trends, thereby resulting in the opening of unlimited opportunities and possibilities through the Internet. Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) had shown that members of the Macintosh community enabled Macintosh to improve some of its functions in order to meet the expectations of the consumers through sharing of information and proposal of ideas on the net. Meanwhile, Muniz and Schau (2005) stated that although the Apple PC has ceased production of the Newton PDA, the community established by its consumers is still intact. In fact, new members keep joining continually as the members within the community improve and share the operating software in Newton PDA, according to the public program codes by Apple PC. 
As for brand lovers, the brand community is somewhat a demand. It can create a current of considerable influence and affect the importance attached to the consumers by the enterprises and the potential consumers’ attitudes as well. The existence of the brand community enables the present members to have a stronger centripetal force and loyalty toward the brand. Along with the emergence of the belongingness that separates members from non-members, the brand community is made more attractive. Hence, the rise of the brand community and its influence on consumers are the topics mainly explored in this study. It is the hope of the author that this paper will make contributions to both the academe and will have practical applications as well. Basically, the goals of this study are listed as follows: 
a) To show the influence of brand community on the consumer’s belongingness in the community and his purchase intention; and
b) To present the influence of brand community on the brand recognition and perceptual risk of the consumer 
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND and RESEARCH HYPOTHESES
Before initiating the discussion on the core topic of brand community, this article presents all related literature first so as to establish the framework of the study. 
1．The Motivation of the Consumer to Participate in the Community 
Brian and Johnson (1990) said that motivation, a kind of nervous state which exists inside the individual, can trigger, maintain, and influence the behavior of the individual toward some goals. Generally, under the hypothesis that the achievement of the goals will remove the nervous state caused by the motivation, in the view of the behavior background of the consumer, motivation represents a consumer’s expectations and needs in relation to particular products and services. The concept of motivation is not only a kind of static mental status, but also involves dynamic process, action, forwarding process through the internal and external action continuance, and the achievement of self-target. Similar with the operating process of the system which contains input, process, and output, it should include the reasons for initiation, operating processes, and the results produced. We can view the formation of motivation from the social exchange theory, which would mean that the individual takes part in the social interactions based on the rewards he expects to receive from his participation, such as recognition, fame or status. Thus, there must be an incentive for each member behind each event, and all the interactions between individuals should be balanced by way of  giving and taking. During the exchange process, people weigh the costs and benefits of the exchange, and select those relationships where they can benefit the most, thereby making a rational decision during the interaction process. 
Motivation drives individuals to take certain action, and work for a certain goal (purpose). Based on previous research, motivation can be divided into two categories: one category which consists of spontaneous individual demand, impulse
, desire, and related internal motivations; and a second category which consists of induced factors, interest, attention, attitude, value generated for a certain purpose, and other external motivations. Amabile, Schatzel, Moneta, and Kramer (2004) states that motivation is the main factor that determines what one does, and that the level of the motivation also determines the possibility of creativity which may arise. For example, one possesses rich knowledge and technologies, which we can consider as “having the capacity” to do something, but does not take any action, then, creativity is inspired. As stated in a previous work, that is a situation where one can be engaged in some creative action but lack the motivation (Amabile, 1988). 
The perception on a specific goal obtained by the consumer internally or externally enables motivation to come into being. When he starts wanting to know, possess or realize this goal, he seeks the keys to satisfy this desire. When the consumer’s motivational goal centers on the brand, he begins to collect all information related to it or directly obtains the product of that brand. While this is the basic reason that shapes the brand community, Wasko and Faraj (2000)find that one of the motivations to get involved in the virtual community is to have an exchange of knowledge, namely, to carry out the behavior of sharing and gaining. A kind of self-satisfaction is achieved when a person shares knowledge on the net in his altruistic behavior. Members can browse through previous dialogues addressing specific questions, obtain information quickly by chatting, and actively put forward problems and ideas to seek or share the required information. It is indicated in the study of Wasko and Faraj (2005)that the process of information sharing normally takes place when one views the statements and questions published by others and has been replied (responded) to within the range that one is capable and willing to answer. Lakhani and Von Hippel (2003)find that when a member in the community continually and effectively replies to address the problems of others, then he starts gaining popularity in that community. Being famous is one of the most important motivations to a person, and it can affect the value and quantity of knowledge shared to other individuals. In addition, it is found that if such individual also belongs to those who are ready to help, he would have more motivation to share valuable knowledge (Wasko and Faraj，2005). As a result, it can be seen that fame is a very important factor, and one can use it to achieve a certain status in the community or maintain the original position being held. In the next section, this paper will review the significance and the correlation theories related to the community. 
2. The Significance of the Community 
The significance and implication of the community is one of the most important social theories that sociologists, scientists, and philosophers in the 20th century have focused on (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001). Stacey (1974) considers that the definition of “community” should at least contain the following parts: domain, social system, and belongingness. A “domain” is an established range, within which the social system and belongingness of the community system are maintained. While McMillan and Chavis (1986) sum up the various definitions of “community” to be geographic area, self-sufficiency, common life, homogenous consciousness, and common goal and standard, among others; through these elements the community executes the social interactions (Wellman and Gulia, 1999). Social interaction of the isomorphic type commonly exists in all kinds of social communities. Whether or not to weigh population characteristics (such as age and gender) and socioeconomic status (e.g., educational background, vocation, social classes, and so on) or to divide by individual attitude, faith, expectation, or social behavior, the trend, as encapsulated by the saying, “birds of a feather flock together,” is considerably obvious (Bagozzi and Utpal, 2006). On the other hand, Fernback (1999)thinks that the community should possess the following characteristics:
1) The community is a place: it is an interactive relationship generated within an area. Community is a human congregation with a kind of function where people live in a specific geographic site at a given time, are arranged by a social structure, share a common culture, and are aware that one belongs to some unique and independent group identification.
2) Community symbol: a community is a kind of symbolic structure, an aggregation formed by significances, values, standards, and customs. The significance and identification of the community is established mutually by cultural differences.

3) The community is virtual: the emphasis that a community exists with the same conditions, including history, culture, habit or customs, may just be in the imagination. The community implication inhabits inside each member’s mind, the meaning of which is given by each other’s explanations. There are various explanations of community given by many scholars of sociology; however, its main connotation
 is the “generic term of people and their social activities and phenomena within a geographic area”. In view of this concept, three key factors must be included: (a) a group of people; (b) limited geographic area; and (3) sociality of the people, which is a generic term including social consciousness, relationship and activities. There are also scholars who have proposed in previous studies that “the community is a link with root, identical morality, familiarity and friendship, the recognition of the group by the members, this is a community with the sense of life community”.
 Dyson (1998) advocates that all communities have some common essences, and those are clear target, regular members to who are loyal, and explicit standards among others.  
The community consists of virtual and substantial
 parts. In the substantial part, members can immediately receive substantial responses through actual face-to-face interaction, for example, a reading circle, a fans club, an association, and so on. The virtual part is a community that is formed by people with same topic of interest (such as work nature, entertainment feature, alumni meetings or academics) who interact using the Internet as a platform. The concept of community has come into being for a long time, along with the growth of the network in recent years. Network technologies have been adopted greatly and rapidly, and the virtual communication platform has been created, which has overcome the limitations of time and space and face to face communication (Johnson & Faraj, 2005)
. Generally, the virtual community or the Internet community means a group of people who form the community for a common interest, hobby or benefit. Thru BBS, chat rooms, message boards, loading areas, columns, event calendars, albums, immediate message
 and other systems on the Web, members can freely  communicate, exchange, and interact with one another without the restrictions of time, space, qualification
s, age, and so on. The Internet or virtual community can make persons with the same hobby trust each other instantly, since they love to talk about the same topic and they like to do the same things. In other words, members are much more enthusiastic than other people about a specific topic, so they can support each other and quickly share data any time. This group of net friends who interact with each other frequently not only enhances popularity and community loyalty on the net, but also becomes an important asset in the Internet community by becoming an interactive mechanism and focus characteristic, with the cooperation in actual activities of the community members. 
3. Virtual Community
In their study based on the social identity theory and the observation of the influence of the community, Muniz and Schau (2005) find that the motivation to participate in the community involves knowing clearly about the benefits obtained by its members. The virtual community is a community with affectivity, where the interaction affects emotions and experiences. The difference between its nature and that of the substantial community is not that huge, since both of them possess factors of interactive effect, emotion sharing, and requirement meeting, among others (Adler and Christopher，1998). In addition, the characteristics of brand community include a kind of consciousness, ritual, and responsibility（Muniz and O’Guinn，2001). Both kinds of interaction can meet the requirements of interpersonal interaction, communication, mutual influence among members, sharing of information, experience, emotion, and so on. In case the formation of the online virtual community is due to the brand, then this brand community can be considered as another manifestation mode in the virtual society. 
 Houman-Anderson (2005) hold the opinion that there is no difference between the nature of the virtual community and that of an actual community in a real society. The computer and the Internet are just a kind of medium and platform generated from cooperation, supporting the virtual community and providing the members with self-identity, and a forum where they can experience sharing and social support. The essence of the virtual community lies in the fact that new technologies have been adopted in its expression mode and application, the meanings of which generally have no difference with those of the real community. The difference between the virtual community and the real one is that for the virtual community, the inducement for congregation is generated from the information accumulated by the community. The attraction of the content is the reason that drives more people to join the virtual community and become permanent members. The more members the community has, the more the content is created with which the community will attract more members. It is obvious that frequent interactions between members result in harmonious interpersonal relationships, with each person enthusiastically taking part in discussions inside the community. Then, the loyalty of members toward the community will be enhanced. The most important elements of the virtual community, therefore, are the members who play an active part in it (Algesheimer, Dholakia, and Hermann, 2005). 
Members of the virtual community have different requirements in that each member has his own motivation for participation. Different requirements (e.g., information, psychology, emotion, and all other interactions) of the users are usually met in different kinds of communities. Hangel and Armstrong (1996) divide the virtual community into the following categories:
· Interest community: It is a community established by the congregation of people with the same fondness for a specific topic or interest, where the members generally communicate with each other very frequently. 
· Relationship community: The members pay most attention to the interactions with others and the relationship among communities. They share the same perceptions, emotions, and experiences thru the continually developed (or interactive) relationship. 
· Fancy community: By the virtual characteristics of the network, the space for fancy and entertainment is formed, in which the members can fulfill the actions and ideas that cannot be realized in the physical world. 
· Transaction community: the members exchange information, data, messages, and experiences in the community thru the Internet; form the interactive platform to satisfy the members’ requirements; and provide the members with the opportunity for business deals and commercial transactions. 
The community exists mainly in the participant’s mind, through the explanation and significance given by the participant. In view of the meanings given by the participant, the virtual community can be considered as a real entity. However, based on the strength that aggregates this community, and according to the research on the related elements that constitute the community, in the study of Adler and Christopher (1998), there are four elements that make up the sense of the community:
· Needs Fulfillment：The ability of a community to fulfill the many needs of the members.
· Inclusion：The extent to which members are encouraged to take part in schemas or activities with each other.
· Mutual Influence：The extent to which the members can discuss the topic profoundly and have influence on each other. 
· Shared Emotional Experiences：Share experiences and emotions with each other (the events should be commemoratory ones)  
It can be drawn from the previous views that most independent individuals are motivated to participate in a community, whether it be virtual or substantial community. In marketing, however, the meaning of “community” involves the product purchased by the customer, and this paper will explore the related theories in the following section. 
4. Brand Community 
Blackett (1991) thinks that the significance of the brand to the customer is the warranted foundation for the identification of the product’s original place, quality, and conformity. Moreover, for the producer, the brand can prompt information dissemination with the customer, and raise brand loyalty, as well as the added value of the product so as to obtain the opportunity to fix a higher price. Brand community is described by the marketing scholars as customers with similar interests, those who have certain recognition of a special brand and can share some important characteristics. Bagozzia, Utpal and Pearob (2004) describe brand community as a sharing of emotion, ritual, and regulation, marked by a sense of morality. Brand is considered as a well-known product or service that has some or various features distinct from other brands. The customers may organize the brand community spontaneously as a group with cohesion that can reflect the value of the brand. To form a brand community, at least the following essentials should be present: 
a) The customer can distinguish the unique characteristics of the brand. 
b) The well-known brand can convey its experience to the customer. 
Customers are viewed as the main source who create and construct some cultures, and can establish the regulations, rituals, and new social expressions (Kalman, 2005). According to Amine and Lionel (2004) customers can feel the natural tendency of consumption in the society, and the regular customers can represent the value of the culture and execute the consumption. 
The developing customer society leads to the creation of the common consumption community. People are congregated in these communities and they go to similar shops, purchase the same product or brand, and share the value, standard and individual expression in the community. The recognition (or acceptance) level toward the brand by the members in the brand community comes from the potential (expectation) to the
 positive response to the
 brand. 
The concept of brand community has been constantly evolving due to the relationship between the customer and the special brand. Susan (1998) thinks that it should be explored further and should not be limited to the binary relation between the brand and the customer. He states that it should be understood thru associative relationship (or partnership) and the mutual influence of the overlapping situations between the customer and the special group. The community congregates all kinds of people who eventually become members, and the reason for the formation of the community is the existence of the common interest in a certain goal or activity. 
The value of the brand community has been given attention by scholars in recent years (McAlexander, Schouten and Koenig, 2002; Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001; Muniz and Schau, 2005). Brand community is a group of a series of relationships shaped by the customers who are fond of a specific brand. What is particularly distinct is that the brand community is one that overcomes geographic restrictions founded on the set of social relationships based on the interest (or adoption) of a specific brand (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001). Bender (1978) states in his study that the network of social relationships should be the link established based on interrelationships and the emotion, which is in correspondence with the concept of the community, known in the analysis of social network by many former scholars. 

Some scholars define a society, such as brand community, as a “valuable group”, including the elements of perception and emotion among others. (Bergami and Bagozzi, 2000). In addition, thru the self-consciousness of the customer, he will know the difference between members and non-members, and he will be able to give an explanation of the perception and action of members within the brand community (Muniz and Schau 2005). 
Members involved in the community will be subjected to the community’s regulations, traditions, goals and welfares, and so on (Algesheimer, et al.
, 2005). Muniz and Schau (2005) point out that the members in its brand community still support its products even if the Apple Company underwent a merger six years ago and terminated the development of its new products. Meanwhile, Amine and Lionel (2004) define the “brand community” to be “a congregation of customers with self-selection, non-geographic relationship and with hierarchy, the members of which have common standards, values and some social statements, there are connections among members and communities and with a very strong cohesion toward the specific brand they are involved in”. 
 A central point which exists between the individual and the group is the “membership feeling”, where the customer will believe and trust the community more than he will the commercial ads (Bickart, Barbara and Schindler, 2001). However, the customer community may also have adverse effects on the enterprises, since the brand image may be threatened by the negative comments of some customers (Maclaran and Catterall, 2002). Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) discuss the common characteristics of the members in the community, in which three points of elemental characteristics for the formation of brand community are summed up as follows: 
· Consciousness type: Members within the brand community will be affected by the brand and will be linked with each other. What is important is that the members feel a much stronger link of consciousness and belongingness at a common level. They are also aware of the distinct characteristics of members in other brand communities. Legitimacy is the process by which the community distinguishes members from non-members. The brand community is an open organization that do not refuse (deny) members, and can also establish its own system of hierarchy in the community. Oppositional brand loyalty means that, through the process of opposing the use or the participation of the oppositional brand, the members can obtain some important experiences and views from the brand community. 
· Rituals and traditions: Most of the rituals and traditions in the community are greatly recognized and understood by all members, as some parts are restricted according to their own rules and regulations. While some rituals and traditions are usually formed with the sharing of experience of the brand purchase, most brand communities maintain their traditions. The feedbacks on the brands can increase the value of the communities, enabling them to express valuable opinion and give suggestions for its continued development and improvement.
· Moral responsibility: The community is aware of the moral responsibility of the whole group, and each member acts accordingly. The members join the brand community voluntarily, although they may have differing personal views or opinions. As a not so significant factor that affects the increase and decrease of the brand communities, this mainly points out the boundaries and limitations of the communities. Members assume responsibilities and duties for the whole community, with traditional tasks that include maintaining certain membership and helping the members of the brand community use the brand (providing information, assistance, etc.) properly. 
The study of McAlexander et al., (2002) provides a complete explanation for the correlation between the members and the brands of the brand communities, which they call the binary relation of traditional customer–brand. The ternary relation of the customer-brand-customer relation by Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) have been extended to form the “core mode of customers in brand community” focusing on the key customers. In the research of McAlexander et al., (2002), the method of quantification is used to weigh the influence of the brand meeting on the activities of the American Jeep. The research proposes the point of integration in brand community, as well as lists available methods to measure the community’s cohesion as exhibited in their participation in brand meetings. This drives the participants to come and join in the activities held even in other states to share the driving experience, solutions of problems and other information that can be derived from the activity. This helps the participants to establish the criterion for attention, faith and honesty to each other, and speed up the formation of homogenous consciousness by the members of the brand community (Romm, Pliskin and Clarke, 1997)
5. Recognition and Belongingness within the Community
Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) contend that relationship capital should be the emotion link between individuals, which occurs and exists when the individual has a high recognition of the community. Wellman and Gulia (1999) propose that the shared belief or belongingness is a necessary sociological factor for the congregation of the community, while in the virtual network this pattern of online aggregation is also coming into being. Past studies show that one can increase recognition of the community thru frequent interaction, which will make one feel that he should assume some responsibilities for the community (Coleman, 1990). Wasko and Faraj (2005) think that sharing the group’s motivation is the responsibility of every member of the community. 
Moreover, it is found that a person will share his own knowledge to motivate others by giving positive feedbacks as dictated by his moral responsibility. In other words, the motivation for one to share the knowledge without thinking of any recognition from the community stems from the attitude of mutual benefit. Through knowledge sharing each person expects that one is able to solve the problems of others as his own problems are addressed at the same time (Rheingold，2000). Social recognition is a process whereby a person who joins the virtual community is identified, recognized, and granted the opportunity to interact with the members (Ashforth and Mael, 1989). 
As for emotional perception and social recognition, they often involve emotions among the group, which were presented as different types of emotions in previous studies. 
McMillan and Chavis (1986) propose the theory of community consciousness in the discussion of the community’s cohesion: the major reason for the community’s unity, cohesion, and attraction for others to take part is the consciousness which formed within the community. This is because of their interest and geographical relationship to form such a community. Afterwards, these individuals participate and become involved in the activities of the virtual community, where their sense and consciousness of belonging begin to take shape. The consciousness of the community consists of “relationship and influence,” “integration and requirement satisfaction,” and the “emotional sharing” of the members. 
6. Brand Recognition
Keller (1993) define “brand recognition” as the effect of a certain restriction or a pledge toward the brand by the individual, that is, the customer has an emotional or psychological dependent effect (degree) generated by a certain brand toward the same product category. This psychological state can be seen in a consumer’s loyalty to particular shops and specific brands, as well as in a brand’s reputation. Thus, brand recognition can be measured by looking at the range of brands selected by the customers. Customers often buy products with famous brands based on brand recognition, which is related to their perceptions regarding such brands. Hence the customers will usually select the brands that cater to their perception or those that express their personality (Aaker, 1996). 
Graff (1996) also points out that the customers think highly of the product with a famous brand. The brand image is intended to conform to a customer’s individual personality. The more these two match, the more the customer will give recognition to the brand. Although most of the benefits gained by the customers from the products are only from its functional utility, consumption also have explicit characteristics that have been influenced by underlying social behavior. As a result, self-affirmation and social recognition is gained through consumption and diverse consuming behaviors. Each person can express his distinct individuality, and this satisfaction comprises the “Symbolic Utility” of products with famous brands (Aaker, 1996). Additionally, the customers can obtain symbolic and experiential benefits through the products and the brands themselves (Belk, 1988；Keller, 1993). For these reasons, the demand for symbolic consumption within the society arises, during the process of which customers make decisions based on their perceptual preferences and focus on the symbolic significance of the products they consume. Generally, the purpose of these symbolic products are to uplift self-image, one’s role and status, group belongingness or to make oneself distinguished. Park, Jaworski and Maclnnis (1986) state that if a specific product is considered to be important and able to express one’s self-concept or possess a certain symbolic or representative meaning, then the customer will have a much higher involvement with this product. This product involvement directly affects the purchase which, in turn, influences brand recognition. However, the cause-effect relation between product involvement and brand recognition is an indirect one. There are virtual organizations congregated by groups with common interests and topics on the net. Basically, members in the community have considerable knowledge about the product that they want to buy, and the product they want to buy apparently is very interesting and important to these buyers. Smith and Park (1992) think that customers will express themselves and uplift their individual image by purchasing a product with a famous brand. Belk（1988）points out that when the customer owns such a famous product, this product seems to convey the customer’s self-concept, and possessing this famous brand becomes a tool for him to maintain his positive self-image. Warrington and Shim (2000) argue that customers with higher brand recognition will hold more favorable appraisals to the parent brands. Both the interactive relationship between the customer and the automobile brand, as well as the interaction between the customer and the brand community will have a positive effect on his loyalty to the brand, the maintenance of his membership, and his recommendation of the brand to the community (Algesheimer Et al., 2005). 
7. Perceptual Risks
Dowling and Staelin (1994) defines “perceptual risk” as “the perceptual behavior of the overall negativity generated from a series of the negative results and the chance of the actions that may produce these results thru weighting by the customers.” 
“Perceptual Risk” is an evaluation of a certain conditional risk and is also the degree of risk that can be sensed and tolerated by the customer. It determines the corresponding strategy which the customer will use to purchase a product. However, it is important to note that the risk subjectively felt by the customer is the real index for the purchase decision. Even though objective substantial risk does not exist or is very low, if the one felt by the customer is relatively high, then the consumer’s final decision will still be affected. In his study, Assael (1992) shows that during purchase, the higher the perceptual risk is, the more the total information will be collected. In their study of the customer’s purchase behavior, Beatty and Smith (1987) found that in case the customer has a lack of related information of the product during purchase, the behavior for information collection will be inclined toward being active; however, the time pressure will hinder such information collection. Engel, Blackwell and Miniard (2000) states that when the customer shows his prudent degree of purchase activity, searches the product’s categories extensively, and after the customer obtains a considerable grasp of the importance and the risk of the purchase strategy, the purchase involvement of the customer will be guaranteed. Stone and Gronhaug (1993) indicates that the higher the customer’s perceptual risk is, the less willingness he will exhibit in purchasing the product with a self-owned brand. Especially, when the customer encounters a product with high involvement, i.e., products with a high price or necessity to collect more information, one is normally induced to think in-depth solutions, which will result in a higher risk consciousness. Cox and Rich (1964) point out that when the customer makes a decision to purchase, he often cannot completely confirm whether or not the purpose of his purchase has been met. Therefore, perceptual risk is still defined as a series of results that may cause the customer to be displeased during the process of purchase decision-making. Bearden & Shimp (1982) indicates that the perceptual risk of the net purchase of the customer will have an influence on the customer’s purchase intention. In case the perceptual risk of the customer is higher, then the purchase intention will be lower, and vice versa. Meanwhile, Dowling and Staelin (1994) explains that perceptual risk can affect the customer’s purchase intention on the net, and that the higher the former is the lower the latter will be. Bansal and Voyer (2000) state that during the process of purchase decision-making, the customer will be affected by the perceptual risks, and that the higher the risks are, the more information the customers will gain from word-of-mouth. The study of Miyazaki and Fernandez (2001) shows the risk perception of customers for individual privacy and safety can affect their purchase intention and the pattern followed on the internet. Dowling and Stealin (1994), Chaudhuri (2000), and other scholars think that when the customers evaluate the attributes of the products, that is, the involvement of people with the products, they feel uneasy with the uncertain results that the products may bring, and accordingly, the perceptual risks arise.  
Based on the background of previous literature, the research frame proposed by this study is shown below, which mainly discusses the influence of brand recognition and the degree of the participation and belongingness in the brand community. It will also be shown that brand recognition will impact customers’ perceptual risk and purchase intention. Finally, the paper will explore the influence of belongingness and perceptual risk on the purchase intention. The inference of theories hypothesized will be discussed in the succeeding section. 
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                  Figure1:  Research Model
8. Relation between Participation and Belongingness within the Brand Community and between Perceptual Risk and the Purchase intention
Kazmer, Haythornthwaite, and Shoemaker (2000) consider that a sense of belonging is beneficial for knowledge sharing in the community. The members will be more willing to spend their time to share information with other members, that is, the members will take part in community activities or actively search for information in the community. Richins and Bloch (1986) points out that the customer will collect the corresponding information because of the effect of the set goal. Hence, involvement can be viewed as the final motivation for the customer to participate in the virtual community. According to Fiore and Kim (2005), interaction within the Website is what causes attraction and maintains customer loyalty to purchase online, because the interactive mechanism cannot only save the cost for the user to search or purchase or lower perceptual risks, but can also make the user feel a heightened sense of involvement as they partake of the benefits gained from the interaction. Compared with the social learning theory which emphasizes the behavior and its results, it can be found that pursuing one’s self (self-extending, self-distinguishing, self-improving) in the net community is a kind of emotional promise of belongingness. Based on the previous literature and through inference, the hypotheses are presented as follows: 
H1: The more the customer is involved in the brand community, the more sense of belonging         in the brand 
community he will achieve.
H2: The more the customer is involved in the brand community, the less will be the perceptual risks.
H3: The more the customer is involved in the brand community, the more his purchase intention  will be 
considerably increased. 
9. Relation between Brand Recognition and Belongingness within the Brand Community, and Purchase intention
What the brand brings for the customers is not only the function or benefit, but also many other symbolic meanings, such as emotions, associations, self-affirmation, and identification from peer-groups (Aaker, 1996). Past studies indicate that a consumer will increase his recognition in the community thru frequent interactions, while at the same time, this will make him feel that he should assume some responsibilities for the community (Coleman 1990). Bender (1978) has defined in his study that the social network relationship should be the link between interactions and the emotions these generate. Aaker and Keller (1990) proposes that the customer buy popular products based on brand recognition, which, to a certain extent, is interrelated with the customer’s self-concept. The emotional social recognition in the community will facilitate the loyalty and the advent of citizenship behavior (e.g., Bergami and Bagozzi, 2000). In addition, it is helpful to explain the relationship to the customer to keep him loyal (Bhattacharya and Sankar, 2003). Based on the previous literature and inference, the hypotheses are presented as follows: 
H4：The recognition of the brand is positively related to the sense of belonging within the brand    community. 
H5：The sense of belonging within the brand community is positively related to the customer’s purchase intention. 
10. Relationship between Brand Recognition, Customer’s Perceptual Risk, and Purchase intention 
The customer can likewise obtain symbolic and experiential benefits from the products and the brands (Belk, 1988；Keller, 1993). During the process of symbolic consumption, the customer often makes the selection based on perceptual preference, and focuses on the symbolic significance of the famous brand. The demand for such product stems from for the need to uplift one’s self-image, role and status, sense of belonging within the community, and to distinguish one’s self from others (Park et al., 1986). It can be found in the studies Blakett (1991), the customer’s recognition of the brand has a positive influence on his loyalty and purchase intention, which indicates that the more the customer recognizes the brand, the better the results of the enterprise’s marketing effort will be. The customer is inclined to use the brands similar to his own personality or those similar to his expectations (Sirgy, 1982), and based on the previous literature and inference, the hypothesis is presented as follows: 
H6：Brand recognition is positively related to the customer’s purchase intention 
Smith and Park (1992) state that when the customers in a targeted market are lacking in relevant knowledge related to augmented product categories, they tend to evaluate the augmented products depending on the popularity of the brands, since the perceptual risk of purchase is high. Dodds, Monroe, and Grewal (1991) hold the opinion that the better the brand image is, the better the quality of the product will be as believed by the customer. The customer’s purchasing behavior will thus be based on his perception of the brand (Low and Lamb，2000). The brand image can affect the customer’s view about certain enterprises as he purchases products from those with a better image. As a result, reducing consuming risks and uplifting image can result in the customer’s loyalty and favor, and accordingly, the prompt sales of the commodities. Romaniuk and Sharp (2003) think that positive brand image and perception can enhance the customer’s purchase intention. Moreover, Fredericks and Slater (1998) find that image is one of the factors that determine the customer’s perceptual value, which will then have an impact on his loyalty. When a customer has a high perception or recognition of the brand, he will have more faith and recognition in this commodity as he makes the purchase. In other words, the sense of having higher confidence and dependence on the product will arise due to the popularity of the brand. Based on previous literature and through inference, the hypothesis is presented as follows: 
H7: the recognition of the brand is negatively related to the customer’s perceptual risk. 

Srinivasan and Ratchford (1991) find that experience in purchasing the product influences the behavior of information searching. If the former experience is negative, then the volume of the information to be collected may increase. Risks in the process of customer’s purchase decision-making cannot be avoided in that when the perceptual risk is high, then the purchase intention is much easier discouraged (Garretson and Kenneth, 1999). Sheth and Parvatiyar (1995) point out that once the customer holds a higher perceptual risk toward the future decision, he is inclined to preserve his loyalty to the original seller. Based on previous literature and through inference, the hypothesis is presented as follows: 
H8: the perceptual risk can decrease the customer’s purchase intention. 
Method 
1. Measures  
Brand Recognition: 
Brand Recognition represents the level of self-concept a customer thinks is represented by the product. The reference of the questionnaire is the study of Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001), which focuses on “brand recognition, brand reliance and brand preference.” The questionnaire contains important items on the level of brand recognition of the customer: whether or not the brand is in conformity with one’s self-image, is able to express one’s personality, or if the feeling or concept conveyed by the brand can match one’s self-image. Using the LIKERT Scale, the customers are given a score from 1 to 7, from “absolutely disagree” to “totally agree.” 
Perceptual Risk: 
According to the study by Stone and Gronhaug (1993), combining the five risk facets proposed by Jacoby and Kaplan (1972) and the time facet proposed by Roselius (1971
), it is found that finance, function, psychology, body, society and time, the six risks, can explain 88.8% of the perceptual risks. These have covered most of the perceptual risks. The questionnaire was developed from the five facets of Jacoby and Kaplan (1972) that were continued to be used in the study of Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001). Another questionnaire developed using the LIKERT Scale, which used 1 to 7 (“absolutely disagree” to “totally agree”), were derived from previous studies that were evaluated.  

    Belongingness within the Brand Community
: 
The social psychological measuring scale based on the research of Paxton and Moody (2003) includes two parts: (a) sense of belonging between members, and (b) feeling of morality
. Combining the four facets of sense of community, it is found in the study of McMillan and Chavis’(1986) which includes belongingness, satisfaction of needs, influence and sharing. Together with the fifth facet of sense of community as confirmed in the study of Patricia, & Zinkiewicz and Smith (2002) the questionnaire content was developed using the LIKERT Scale, with a score of 1 to 7, from “absolutely disagree” to “totally agree.” 
    Degrees of Participation in the Community: 
According to the explanation and definition of community participation in the studies of Bagozzi and Dholakia (2006); Algesheimer et al., (2005); and Bagozzia, Utpal and Pearob(2004), when customers take part in the community, there will be different levels of involvement due to the various promises offered by the community, the pressure caused by the rules and regulations in the community, the benefits that can be gained, and so on. Hence, this study will use data regarding a customer’s participation in the activities in the brand community, how much time he will spend there weekly, the benefits he expects to gain, whether or not he is willing to abide by the regulations or promises of the community, and so on. The questionnaire content was developed using the LIKERT Scale, with a score of 1 to 7, from “absolutely disagree” to “totally agree.”  
Purchase intention: 
According to the study of McAlexander,et al., (2002), it is indicated that between the customer and the brand community, there should exist four crucial interrelations of “the customer with the product, with the brand, with the enterprise, and with the other owners.” In addition, this study focuses on the effect which takes place after the customer has participated in the brand community. Thus, the questionnaire content was developed to measure the changes of the customer’s purchase intention based on the mentioned four relations. Again, the LIKERT Scale was used, with a score from1 to 7 from “absolutely disagree” to “totally agree.” 

2. Research Participants 
In this research, data were gathered using convenience sampling. The questionnaires were distributed to college students and the public who use mobile phones. A total of 310 questionnaires were distributed, of which 234 were recovered and deemed as acceptable. From questionnaires filled out on internet, 42 were deemed acceptable. On the other hand, from 250 regular questionnaires, 201 were deemed acceptable, making the effective recovery ratio reach 78.4%. Likewise members of the public who are involved with the product, that is, those who use the product, were also selected. The analysis results indicates that in the sample group of mobile phone users, most of them are male (189 persons, 72.4%); the age mainly ranges from 21 to 30 (191 persons, 73.2%); educational background should have at least a college degree (224 persons, 88.5%); vocations focus on group of students (117 persons, 44.84%); while those with monthly salary of 35,000 RMB and below take up the majority (163 persons, 61.65%). 
Results
1. Reliability and Validity
To assure the reliability of the research, the authors have adopted the confirmatory factor analysis to check the goodness of fit of each facet, as well as the questionnaire item and the internal consistency. The items to be checked include: goodness of fit index (GFI), adjusted goodness of fit index (AGFI), root mean square residual (RMR), and Root Mean-Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA). 
This study initially checks Cronbach α coefficient for each facet. According to the advice of Nunnally (1995), the Cronbach α coefficient should at least reach 0.80 to be deemed acceptable. Since the Cronbach α value of each facet in this research is above 0.80, the reliability of the questionnaire content can be assured based on the standard suggested by Nunnally. Moreover, since all values of the facets in this research are above 0.80, it can be said that the questionnaire content is reliable. The Cronbach α coefficient of each facet in this research is summed up in Table 4-1:

Table 4-1 Summary table of Cronbach’s α coefficient 
	construct
	No. of items
	Cronbach’s α

	Participation in the brand community 
	9
	0.90

	Belongingness within the brand community 
	6
	0.86

	Brand recognition 
	5
	0.90

	Perceptual risk
	5
	0.86

	Purchase intention
	4
	0.82


In addition, the check factor analysis has been carried out to analyze the construct reliability and construct validity of the measuring scale. The Maximum Likelihood Method has been adopted as the estimation method, the analysis results of which are shown in the table below. All values are above 0.8, which are in accordance with the standard of construct reliability. The factor loadings in the mode are all in the range of 0.51~0.82, while the absolute values of the t-values are all higher than the significant level of 2 (α=0.05). The coefficient of GFI is 0.93, the coefficient of AGFI is 0.92, and the RMSEA coefficient is 0.011. In discriminate validity, this research uses the correlation coefficient between the facets to plus-minus two reliability intervals of the standard deviation, not including 1 as the checking standard. After checking, the results are shown to be consistent with the discriminate validity. 
Table 4-2 
Composite Reliability and convergent validity
	construct
	CR
	Loadings（λ）  
	t-value
	GFI
	AGFI
	RMSEA

	Participation in the 

brand community
	0.88
	0.53~0.76
	8.66~13.88
	0.93
	0.92
	0.011

	Belongingness within
the brand community
	0.87
	0.70~0.74
	12.57~13.95
	
	
	

	Brand recognition
	0.88
	0.70~0.82
	12.27~15.42
	
	
	

	Perceptual risk
	0.84
	0.58~0.77
	9.59~13.75
	
	
	

	Purchase intention
	0.80
	0.65~0.75
	10.75~13.20
	
	
	


From the correlation matrix in Table 4-3, it can be seen that most correlation values are between 0.43 to 0.66 and -0.43 to -0.66, and this research has taken the significant level of 0.05 and 0.01 of the correlation coefficient as a measuring standard. 
Table 4-3 Construct Correlation, Means and Standard Deviation

	Research variable             1          2         3        4         5

	1 community participation       1

	2 belongingness               0.64**     1

	3 brand recognition            0.56**    0.54**     1

	4 perceptual risk             -0.45**   -0.48**     -0.66**    1

	5 purchase Intention           0.52**    0.51**      0.67**    -0.59**   1

	Means                      4.66      4.51        4.65      2.79     4.57

	Standard deviation             0.72     0.64        0.78      0.38     0.69


Note：** P＜0.01, N=261
The result shows that significant correlations exist among all variables. Participation in community, belongingness, and brand recognition, as expected, have a positive correlation with the customer’s purchase intention, while the relation between perceptual risk and other facets, as expected, have a negative correlation. However, since the correlation analysis can only provide recapitulative judgment results, for the practical research conclusion, other related statistic methods should be used toward further verification.  As a result, the LISREL linear structural model was adopted to further discuss the relationship between variables. 

4.
2 Test Results for Research Hypotheses 
The t test in the LISREL model was used to check the theoretical model and test for each hypothesis path. 
Initially, the maximum likelihood method was used to obtain the standard estimate and t value in order to check whether or not the correlation between the variables reaches the significant level. If it is only the ∣t ≧ 2, it should mean that this coefficient is significant, and that the hypothesis has been verified. 
During the test of the eight hypotheses, the t value of hypothesis 3 was not significant, hence, hypothesis 2 was not verified, while the other seven hypotheses were verified. The test results for the hypothesis path are shown in Table 4-4.  
Table 4-4 Test results for hypotheses path
	Hypothesis
	Correlation between variables
	ML estimate 
	t value
	Test results

	H1
	Participation in brand community →Belongingness of brand community (γ11)
	0.49
	8.88*
	Support 

	H2
	Participation in brand community →Perceptual risk (γ21)
	-0.22
	-4.41*
	Support

	H3
	Participation in brand community →Purchase intention (γ31)
	0.06
	0.91
	Reject 

	H4
	Brand recognition →Belongingness of brand community (γ12)
	0.30
	5.44*
	Support

	H5
	Belongingness of brand community → Purchase intention (β31)
	0.19
	3.10*
	Support

	H6
	Brand recognition → Purchase intention (γ32)
	0.39
	5.78*
	Support

	H7
	Brand recognition →Perceptual risk (γ22) 
	-0.62
	-12.44*
	Support

	H8
	Perceptual risk → Purchase intention (β32) 
	-0.22
	-3.29*
	Support


Note ：1. The test result of the original hypothesis, Chi-Square=2.31, df=2; 2. * in T value column represents the standard coefficient ∣t value∣≧ 2; and 3. GFI=0.95, AGFI=0.92, NFI=0.96, RMSEA=0.035。
This research used GFI, AGFI, NFI, CFI, and, RMR provided by the LISREL to measure the goodness of fit for the whole model. After the test, the GFI, AGFI, NFI, and RMR values obtained were 0.95, 0.92, 0.96, and 0.003, respectively. From these results, it can be seen that the goodness of fit for the whole model is good. 

CONCLUSIONS AND MANAGERICAL IMPLICATIONS
1 .Conclusion 
This study explored the influence of a customer’s participation in a brand community on his sense of belonging within the community. It also investigated the changes of perception after the customer is affected by the brand community. Finally, this study delved into the effects of a customer’s participation in a brand community, brand recognition, the belongingness of brand community, and a customer’s perception upon changes in his purchase intention. This paper places focus on mobile phone products, which are commonly used in the daily lives of the public, discussing the effect generated by various brand communities of mobile phones in the process. 
The test result of this study shows that the customer’s participation in the brand community has a positive influence on a customer’s belongingness within the brand community, while it has a weakening effect on his perceptual risk. Brand recognition shows a positive effect on his belongingness within the brand community and his purchase intention, but it has a weakening effect on his perceptual risk. The belongingness of the customer within the brand community has a positive influence on his purchase intention; however, his perceptual risk weakens his purchase intention. 
In this research, although the result of value analysis on the effect of a customer’s participation in the brand community on his purchase intention did not reach a significant level, there was still no difference with the positive effect previously expected. The other parts are all in accordance with the original hypotheses; through participation in the brand community, consumption will strengthen the belongingness of the customer within the brand community, and will directly change his perceptual risk and purchase intention. The customer will have a better perception of the product under this situation; hence, the interaction in the community will be more frequent. Accordingly, this will enhance his belongingness to the community, his purchase behavior, and his tendency to give recommendation to others. 
2. Management Implication
It can be seen from previous literature and from the practical test results that if the customers are attracted by the brand (due to demand, desire, and so on), they can carry out the collection of related information. Thru the usage of the internet, customers can obtain a lot of information and increase their knowledge and perception of the brand, while expressing their common experiences to increase interaction in the community. This strengthens the customer’s brand recognition and his belongingness within the community. Customer interaction likewise generates trust, a promise future
, belongingness and sense of moral responsibility, which will enhance involvement as time passes by. The community has certain regulations which may put pressures to members, and as they can be limited by these, customers can collect information that they need by acting as non-members. Nevertheless, in the course of time, customers will no longer feel the weight of these rules, and they will  gradually realize the differences between members and non-members. In this way, the customers will be enticed to join the community as members, once again. Along with the perception and knowledge of the brand and the community by the customers, they will understand more of the ideas that were put forward by the brand. As the perceptual risks are lowered gradually, the customers will feel an enhanced sense of conformity with the brand concept when buying the products. Thru these processes, the customers’ purchase intention will increase they will share their experiences with people nearby, and will give them suggestions as well as recommendations. As a result, other potential customers will be willing to purchase the products of the brand. 

As set forth, this paper proposed a few practical suggestions on the reference for the brands, enterprises and the net operators: a) the key in brand operation is interaction with the customer in that the relationship that other competitors did not build should be taken advantage of and attention should be given to the changes in society and the times; only then can the customer’s demand be grasped; b) the enterprises and the net operators can focus on activities related to the brand to attract more customers and trigger the customer’s interest, motivation, desire, as well as increase the interactions between the customer and the brand; and c) the net operators should pay attention to the correction and innovation of knowledge in the brand community. 
3. Research Limitations and the Future Research Direction 

The fact that majority of the subjects selected for this study are students may account for the paper not being able to fully explain the broader picture because of the small percentage they represent. 
 This study takes the group of mobile phone users as subjects, mainly focusing on customers’ participation in the brand community. The difference of influence among brands, that is, the influence of the differences between brand communities on the intra-brand community, was not included, because if it was, the paper would be too long. The study also finds that the time when the customers joined the brand community is also an important factor that affects customers’ loyalty to the community. During the empirical process of this study, although this factor has been contained in the control variables, perhaps the time for participation should also be explained. It is therefore suggested that the scholars who have interest in this area can incorporate the participation time into their variables. This study focuses on the discussion related to the virtual brand community. If the substantial brand community is incorporated for purposes of comparison, it is believed that it will greatly contribute to the completeness of the theory. It is thus suggested that scholars who have interest in this should conduct a research covering both types of community. 
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