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Abstract Marketers want to encourage constituents to
strongly identify with their organizations, because organizational identification contributes to positive firm outcomes. However, the extant research on organizational
identity largely has overlooked the fact that an individual’s
“self” actually is a collection of multiple social identities.
This study is the first to propose and empirically demonstrate that marketers can leverage customers’ multiple
societal roles (e.g., parent, environmentalist, professor) to
build and reinforce their relationships with the firm.
Specifically, the research introduces the concept of
“identity synergy.” Identity synergy occurs when individuals’ involvement with an organization facilitates their
pursuit of other important social identities. Our study
shows that customer perception of identity synergy is
positively related to identification with an organization.
Moreover, the study helps explain the process by which
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antecedents of organizational identity (identity affirmation, identity support, and value congruence) positively
affect customer-firm relationships by proposing and
testing identity synergy as a mediator between these
antecedents and organizational identification. The study
also contributes to our understanding of organizational
identity theory by introducing the new concept of peer
identification, or identification with other members of the
organization, such as other customers or volunteers. The
empirical evidence demonstrates identity synergy’s role in
building peer identification, as well as peer identification’s
role in building organizational identification.
Keywords Organizational identification . Peer
identification . Multiple identities . Identity synergy

Organizational identification, defined as a person’s perception of oneness with or belongingness to an organization
(Mael and Ashforth 1992), has a rich research history and
has long been accepted as a strong component in binding
individuals to an organization. Researchers have shown that
individuals’ identification with an organization leads to
increased support of—and participation in—the organization (Mael and Ashforth 1992), increased customer intent to
purchase products or brands (Aaker 1999; Escalas and
Bettman 2003; Sirgy 1982), increased customer receptivity
to and effectiveness of advertising (Wheeler et al. 2005),
decreased employee turnover (O’Reilly and Chatman
1986), and improved customer citizenship behaviors and
increased market share (Ahearne et al. 2005).
Organizational identification research in business contexts
typically has focused on a single primary identity—that of the
individual’s identification with the organization—such as an
employee’s identification with an employer (e.g., Dutton et al.
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1994), a customer’s identification with a company (e.g.,
Ahearne et al. 2005), a volunteer’s or donor’s identification
with a nonprofit organization (e.g., Bhattacharya et al. 1995),
or an alumnus’ identification with a university (e.g., Mael
and Ashforth 1992). However, it has been long recognized in
the social psychology literature that individuals typically
have multiple identities (James 1890). From an identity
theory perspective, the self is a collection of social identities
resulting from the multiple positions or roles the individual
holds and enacts in society (Stryker 1980; Thoits 1983). A
person can identify himself or herself simultaneously as a
professor, a parent, a soccer player, an animal lover, and an
Apple computer user. So, even though it is accepted that an
individual’s self-concept is made up of many identities,
organizational identity research has yet to focus on the
effects of individuals’ many identities on their relationships
with an organization. We know little about how an
organization might—or even whether it should—harness
the multiple social identities of its constituents to build
stronger relationships.
For decades, social psychologists testing the interplay of
multiple identities assumed that only harmful consequences
(including physical and psychological disorders) could
result from individuals’ attempts to integrate multiple
identities, because of the potential for role conflict and
overload (McCall and Simmons 1978; Thoits 1986). More
recently, however, researchers in sociology and psychology
have begun to investigate the potential for multiple
identities to be mutually reinforcing, such as integrating
work and non-work/family roles (Kirchmeyer 1993; Van
Steenbergen et al. 2007), bolstering self-esteem (Sieber
1974), or reducing social isolation and thus improving
individuals’ psychological health through the accumulation
of multiple identities that give purpose and roles in society
(Thoits 2003).
Nevertheless, the question of how organizational identification is influenced by the pursuit of other identities in the
context of the organization remains open. On the one hand,
the pursuit of other identities might compete with organizational identification. For example, the role of parent
might compete with the role of motorcycle club member.
On the other hand, the pursuit of other identities in the
context of an organization might lead to stronger organizational identification, especially if the organizational context
simultaneously facilitates the pursuit of these other identities (that is, the member experienced a synergy among the
other identities and the organizational identity). For
example, the role of parent might not compete with the
role of motorcycle club member if the club organized fun
and educational family events that allowed its members to
have quality parent–child interactions while participating in
the organization. Thus, in this research, we build on the
perspective that it can be desirable and beneficial to an
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individual to enact multiple identities simultaneously, and
we demonstrate that when a company finds ways to help
busy customers overcome the potential for role conflict and
overload by facilitating their ability to enact multiple
identities when engaging with the firm, the company also
can benefit through strengthened relationships with its
customers.
The purpose of this study, therefore, is to propose and
empirically test a theoretical model demonstrating not only
that organizations stand to benefit from creating opportunities for their key constituents to enact multiple social
identities in the course of their interactions with the
organization, but also how this process occurs. The study
makes four key contributions to the marketing literature.
Our focus on these four key questions responds to the calls
by Cardador and Pratt (2006) and others to broaden
marketers’ understanding of the basis for organizational
identification.
First, we introduce and develop a measure for the key
concept of identity synergy, defined as the extent to which
an individual perceives that participating in an organization
facilitates the pursuit of one or more identities other than
identification with the organization per se. To the extent
that the individual feels that participating in an organization
facilitates more than one (multiple) identities, the individual’s perception of identity synergy should grow. Indeed,
organizational contexts that facilitate the pursuit of multiple
other identities are likely to be relatively rare, and thus are
likely to be seen as highly synergistic contexts for identity
expression. We suggest here that individuals derive value
from participating in organizations that are synergistic with
important social roles, because such organizations allow
individuals to efficiently use a single context to achieve
multiple personal identity goals. For example, a person
whose important social identities include “single person”
and “art lover” might find membership in an art museum
known to sponsor arts events targeted at single people to be
attractive. Visits to such a museum could enhance two
identities—single and art lover—at once. In contrast, an art
museum that did not cater to singles would seem, ceteris
paribus, to offer less potential value for identity realization.
Second, contrary to research suggesting that pursuit of
multiple identities at once causes negative consequences for
the individual, we posit that customers appreciate, and thus
build stronger relationships with, firms that help them to
express multiple social roles simultaneously, reducing stress
in their busy lives. We therefore establish that a desired
positive organizational outcome—increased organizational
identification—can result when firms provide synergistic
opportunities for their customers.
Third, we demonstrate that identity synergy mediates the
relationship between organizational identity and several key
antecedents—identity support, identity affirmation, and

J. of the Acad. Mark. Sci. (2012) 40:587–604

value congruence. We thereby demonstrate a novel theoretical
explanation for the process by which these antecedents help
build and reinforce organizational identity. By understanding
this process, we are able to show how managers can create
conditions conducive to the perception of identity synergy and
thus leverage customers’ multiple social identities to build
stronger organizational identification.
And finally, a critical component of this research is the
introduction and testing of a second form of organizational
identity and the explication of its effects, that of identification of individuals within the organization with each
other, or peer identification. To date, organizational identity
research has focused on the identification of the individual
with the focal organization (Bhattacharya et al. 1995; Mael
and Ashforth 1992). We seek to show that people’s feelings
toward other individuals within an organization (e.g., other
customers or members of a customer community, or other
volunteers, donors, or alumni) may be distinct from their
feelings toward the organization itself, and that synergy
helps drive this peer identification, which in turn helps
build and support customers’ identification with the
organization itself.
We empirically test the proposed model using survey data
from members of a large nonprofit, membership-based
organization. The findings of this study have implications
for marketers of products and services alike, in that customer
relationships with the firm can be strengthened if the
organization can identify and reinforce multiple important
identities for its constituents. In addition, it provides
additional evidence of the importance of customer communities by identifying the peer identification process and
demonstrating its positive correlation with organizational
identity.
We organize the remainder of this manuscript as follows:
We begin with a brief review of the relevant social identity
and organizational identity literature, including a discussion
of the state of the literature on multiple identities. We then
develop our identity synergy construct and hypotheses. The
following sections describe the study context and data
collection, and present the analysis and results. The paper
concludes with a discussion of the results and their
implications and suggestions for future research.

Conceptual background
Identity theory and organizational identification
Social identity theory is a social psychological theory of
intergroup relations, group processes, and the social self
(Hogg et al. 1995). The formation of a social identity
allows an individual to perceive himself or herself as
psychologically linked with the group, sharing the group’s
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experiences, and feeling a part of its successes and failures.
Social identification helps answer the question, “Who am
I?” (Ashforth and Mael 1989).
Identity theory views the self as an assortment of
underlying identities (Stryker and Burke 2000). Similarly,
Markus and Nurius (1986) stated that the self is made up of a
system of self-conceptions within the person. Thus, individuals are assumed to have a number of identities (e.g.,
grandparent, tennis player, university alumnus, employee,
environmental activist) that combine to form a sense of self.
Identity theorists emphasize that individuals are motivated to
evaluate their performances in individual roles, and that these
evaluations have implications for feelings of global selfesteem, trust, and commitment through self-verification
(Burke and Stets 1999; Higgins 1987; Swann et al. 2004).
Moreover, these theorists agree that individuals are motivated to seek positive social feedback about their identities, and
often pursue socially influenced goals that guide the pursuit
of “ideal” identities. For example, an individual may seek to
be a terrific grandparent, a competitive tennis player, a
generous college booster, a top-performing employee, and an
effective conservationist.
Organizational identification is a specific form of social
identity in which a person’s identity is defined in terms of
membership in a particular organization. Previous research
has argued that individuals will alter their behaviors within
an organization simply by feeling a strong connection with
the organization (Ashforth and Mael 1989). Identification
depends on satisfaction and identity goal realization
resulting from behaviors that are membership-bound, egoinvolving, and intrinsically motivating (Brown 1969). In
particular, individuals are drawn toward organizations that
are congruent with important aspects of their social
identities (Ashforth and Mael 1989). Further, the marketing
literature has highlighted factors that can increase an
individual’s organizational identification, including organizational distinctiveness, organizational prestige, tenure with
the organization, satisfaction, and the visibility of the
membership (Algesheimer et al. 2005; Bhattacharya et al.
1995).
However, despite research that shows the positive effects
of increasing members’ identification with an organization,
Pratt (1998) argues that few have sought to answer the
question, “How does organizational identification occur?”
If organizational identification is a desirable goal, it is
critical to provide managers with the tools to understand,
create, and grow a sense of organizational identity within a
firm’s various constituencies. This research hopes to
contribute to this theoretical understanding and provide
insights to marketers about one possible approach to
increasing organizational identification.
Organizational identity sometimes has been confused
with other constructs such as commitment and brand
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loyalty, but Bhattacharya et al. (1995) are among those who
point out that identification differs conceptually and
empirically from these related constructs. It is the implication of self-concept and perception of oneness that
distinguishes organizational identity from other constructs
(Ashforth and Mael 1989). Brand loyalty indicates that the
individual has a predisposition to purchase a brand based
on past experiences with the brand. Thus, brand loyalty
often is an outcome of the functional utility that consumers
receive from the brand. In contrast, identification occurs
when the individual psychologically connects to the causes
or goals an organization embodies. “In other words, ceteris
paribus, all persons who identify with what an organization
represents are likely to be loyal to its products or services,
but not all brand-loyal customers need identify with the
organization” (Bhattacharya et al. 1995, p. 47).
Despite the fact that some organizational behavior
literature has melded the constructs of organizational
identification and organizational commitment (Podsakoff
et al. 1986; Porter et al. 1974), more recent work
statistically shows that identification is a unique construct.
This research stream argues that identification is necessarily
organization-specific, whereas commitment is not (Adler
and Adler 1987; Ashforth and Mael 1989; O’Reilly and
Chatman 1986). The argument is supported by Mael’s
(1988) study in which he illustrates that the constructs of
identification and commitment are indeed distinct and
differentiable. An individual can appear to be committed
to the organization not because of a strong psychological
connection with the organization, but because the organization is a convenient outlet to achieve personal goals
(Ashforth and Mael 1989). If another organization provided
better options or opportunity, the individual could switch
organizations without sacrificing his or her identity goals.
For the individual who has formed a strong organizational
identity, leaving the organization would, by definition,
involve some emotional loss (Ashforth and Mael 1989).
Peer identification
This research hopes to demonstrate that, in addition to these
established distinctions between organizational identity and
other important relationship marketing concepts, people’s
identification with an organization also may be distinct
from their identification with other individuals involved
with that organization, such as other employees, customers,
volunteers, donors, or alumni. Prentice et al. (1994)
distinguish between common-bond groups, which are based
primarily on identification among group members, and
common-identity groups, which are based primarily on
direct identification to the organization. In common-bond
groups, the formation of a group identification is influenced
by the degree to which the individual knows, likes, and
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feels similar to other individuals of the group. Commonidentity groups, in contrast, form independently from
identification with individual group members. In commonidentity groups, the strength of group attachment depends on
one’s commitment to the identity of the group as a whole, and
not as much to the individuals within the group. Likewise,
McAlexander et al. (2002) argue that crucial relationships can
form both between the customer and the organization and
between the customer and other customers.
Thus, one should be able to develop identification with
other members of an organization that is distinct from one’s
identification with the organization itself. This distinction
has been recognized in the literature on brand communities,
in which structured peer-to-peer relationships among the
admirers of a brand have been shown to lead to positive
consequences for the community and the firm, such as
greater community engagement, brand commitment, and
even hyper-loyalty (Fournier et al. 2001; Jacoby and
Chestnut 1978; Keller 1993; McAlexander et al. 2002;
Muniz and O’Guinn 2001). Algesheimer et al. (2005) label
this construct “brand community identification,” defined as
a shared or collective identity in which the person construes
himself or herself to be a member of, or to belong to, the
community. However, we argue here that there need not be
a formal brand community for peer-to-peer identification
to occur, and we also want to broaden the discussion of
“peer” beyond brand loyalists to any type of stakeholder
group involved with a firm. For example, in the context
studied here, the individuals involved are all members of
a membership-based nonprofit organization—such individuals could not be categorized as a brand community,
but might demonstrate many of the same type of
common-bonds effects as demonstrated by the brand
community literature. Thus we define peer identification
as the extent of an individual’s identification with other of
the same type of individuals associated with the organization. For a customer, peers would be other customers;
for an employee, peers would be other employees. But the
peer identification processes should be similar for these
groups, and we propose that such peer identification will
be distinct from the members’ identification with the
organization itself. An understanding of the connection
between peer identification and organizational identification could offer insights to managers about how to
increase organizational identification.
Multiple identities and the role of identity synergy
Given that it is widely acknowledged that people hold a
variety of social identities simultaneously, we argue that an
individual who perceives participation in an organization as
a way to facilitate the pursuit of multiple salient social
identities will identify with the focal organization more
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strongly. Organizational identification is thus built “bottomup” from the organizational context’s support of the
individual’s multiple other identities, a perspective congenial to identity theory rooted in the role-focus of symbolic
interaction (e.g., Stryker and Burke 2000) but not at odds
with social identity theory (e.g., Hogg et al. 1995).
From a marketing and management perspective, we are
interested in when individuals’ involvement with an
organization helps them to pursue other important social
identities, which we call “identity synergy.” For members
of an organization (e.g., an art museum, a motorcycle
riders club) or customers (e.g., of a retail store or golf
course) or fans (e.g., of a baseball or soccer team), identity
synergy occurs when the act of participating in the
organization as member/customer/fan provides the opportunity to enact and enrich one or more other important
social identities (e.g., spouse, philanthropist, teacher).
When members feel that their engagement with an
organization provides synergy with another identity, they
are likely to feel the organization positively affects their
enactment of that identity, gives them opportunity to grow
in that identity, and facilitates their pursuit of the identity.
In addition, as a firm facilitates the pursuit of more social
identities simultaneously, customers will perceive greater
value in organizational membership, strengthening their
relationships with the firm.
Achieving identity synergy is particularly relevant for
today’s busy consumers, who may feel pulled in many
directions by conflicting and competing demands. Individuals may feel, at times, stressed and harried in the pursuit of
multiple identity goals. For example, Goode (1960, p. 485)
states, “The individual is likely to face a wide, distracting,
and sometimes conflicting array of role obligations. If he
conforms fully or adequately in one direction, fulfillment
will be difficult in another.” For a working parent, for
example, time spent at home with the children may be
limited by the amount of time spent at work, with the
family getting only what is left over (Thompson and
Bunderson 2001). To reduce this sort of role strain and its
resulting negative psychological and physical effects,
people may seek to integrate their identities (Hall 1972).
Often, the identities meld into a unity such that the
enactment of multiple identities occurs simultaneously and
are overlapping (Thompson and Bunderson 2001). For
example, imagine a woman who becomes a participating
member of a local zoo—visiting the zoo, attending special
events, donating financially, or volunteering time. If the zoo
creates the perception that this member also can enhance
her social identity of being a better parent by offering
entertainment and educational opportunities for her children, she will perceive synergy between her membership in
the zoo and her “parent” identity. In addition, if the zoo also
creates the perception of synergy with other identities—for
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example “animal lover” and “friend” as well as “parent,”
thus allowing her to use the single context of zoo
participation to efficiently enact and reinforce multiple
identities simultaneously—she will perceive even greater
identity synergy, and thus more highly value the organization. Marketers have glimpsed and acted upon the value of
synergy in some contexts. For example, shopping centers
include stores that service a variety of identity roles to
facilitate “one stop” shopping. However, a systematic
theory of identity synergy, its antecedents and consequences—particularly its application to organizational identification—has not yet been developed. In the following
section, we outline the hypotheses of our model (see
Fig. 1), including antecedents and consequences of identity
synergy.

Hypothesis development
Antecedents to identity synergy
If a perception of identity synergy can increase an individual’s
identification with an organization, the question arises as to
how an organization can generate and nurture this perception.
Previous research has shown that organizational identification
is positively affected by increases in perceived support
(McAlexander et al. 2002), value congruence (Bhattacharya
and Sen 2003), and identity affirmation (Drigotas et al.
1999). Although prior work has demonstrated the impact of
support, value congruence, and affirmation on identification
with the organization per se, an open question is whether
these factors might affect member perception of the degree to
which other identities are facilitated while participating in
the organization (that is, identity synergy). If support, value
congruence, and affirmation positively influence identity
synergy, light would be shed on how these variables drive
organizational identification. As past researchers have
pointed out, further research on the processes that can
intensify an individual’s organizational identification is

Fig. 1 Conceptual model

592

needed (Bhattacharya and Sen 2003; Cardador and Pratt
2006). This study posits that identity synergy is at least one
important mediating process explaining the effect of these
three drivers on organizational identification.
Perceived support is the degree to which members
perceive that an organization values their contributions
and cares about their well-being (Eisenberger et al. 1986).
Kraimer and Wayne (2004) contend that perceived organizational support represents the individual’s psychological
contract with the organization. When organizations fulfill
their end of the psychological contract (e.g., by acknowledging that a donor’s giving contributes to the success of
the charity), members form a general perception that the
organization values their contributions (Eisenberger et al.
1990). In marketing, research has identified support
behaviors from an organization that include fairness of
interpersonal treatment, keeping promises, and providing
service (Parasuraman et al. 1991), effective recovery
(Bitner et al. 1990), and response to special requests (Bitner
et al. 1990).
We add to this research by demonstrating that increased
perceptions of support for multiple identities are related to
increased perceptions of identity synergy. When an individual feels that the organization demonstrates concern for
his or her opinions and well-being as a parent, a spouse, or
a community activist, for example, that individual is more
likely to perceive synergy from enacting the supported
identity within the organizational context. For instance, a
“pet friendly” chain of home improvement stores might
allow customers to bring their dogs to the store for
socialization while they shop, offer dog treats and employee
attention to pets at the check-out register, and provide space
for animal rescue organizations to conduct pet adoption and
educational/promotional events. As a result, an individual
who considers himself or herself to be a “dog person” is
likely to feel that the retailer supports that important
“animal lover” identity, and thus would be more likely to
enact that identity during the consumption experience by
taking his or her dog on shopping trips to the store and
socializing within the store with other customers and their
pets. We believe the greater the perceived support for an
important identity (e.g., animal lover) from the organization, the greater the perceived identity synergy. Therefore,
we posit:
H1: Perceived support for an individual’s important social
identities from the organization is positively related to
an increase in the perception of identity synergy.
A perception of identity synergy also may be positively
influenced by a perception of value congruence. Values are
an individual’s basic convictions that a specific mode of
conduct or end-state of existence is personally or socially
preferable (Rokeach 1973). Values motivate action and are
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the basis from which individuals define their identities.
Value congruence is the perception that two entities share
similar values and tend to perceive external stimuli in
similar ways (Meglino and Ravlin 1998). Perceived value
congruence with the organization, or the perception that the
individual’s values match the values of the organization,
has been shown to increase job satisfaction, identification
with the organization, and length of the relationship
(Kristof 1996; Kristof-Brown et al. 2005; Meglino and
Ravlin 1998).
We posit that increased perceptions of value congruence
allow individuals to enact multiple identities within the
context of the organization because it is easier to integrate
important aspects of their lives with the organization.
Conversely, if an individual felt that the values associated
with an important identity were not consistent with the
values of the organization (or those of other members of the
organization) the individual would stop or limit the
frequency with which the conflicting identity was enacted
within that organization. Previous research has shown that
the simultaneous pursuit of different values may lead to role
overload, but that perceived value congruency reduces role
overload (Carlson and Kacmar 2000). Therefore, we extend
extant research by arguing that value congruence positively
affects the perception of identity synergy.
H2: Perceived value congruence between an individual’s
social identities and the organization is positively
related to an increase in the perception of identity
synergy.
It has been shown that individuals are motivated to seek
verification of their performance and progress in various
identities, and they look for social situations that provide
opportunities to receive this self-verification (McCall and
Simmons 1966; Swann et al. 2004). In Swann and
colleagues’ view, psychologically healthy individuals are
drawn to situations that provide feedback about identity
performance, because such feedback is crucial not only to
self-definition but also to the measure of progress toward
identity goals. Since individuals typically seek positive selfviews, a powerful and attractive form of identity verification is affirmation (Drigotas et al. 1999), defined as positive
feedback that an individual has reached or is reaching an
identity goal. For example, an individual may seek to be a
good parent, a terrific spouse, a top-performing employee,
an effective conservationist, and a great tennis player.
The perception that an organization provides affirmation
of one or more of an individual’s salient social identities is
likely to be strongly related to the sense that the
organization provides opportunities to facilitate or enrich
those identities, that is, that participation in the organization
is synergistic with the other relevant identities. Research
demonstrates that when people spend time in identity-
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affirming activities, they tend to perceive less conflict
between life domains (Thompson and Bunderson 2001).
Elsbach (2009) found that corporate creatives, who often
find their idealistic and independent “artist” identities in
conflict with their “corporate worker” identities, perceived
less conflict when they received affirmation for those
identities from their employers. The affirmation of important personal identities by the organization allows people to
incorporate more of their lives into the organization.
Moreover, theorists argue that the successful enactment of
identity-related behaviors validates and confirms a person’s
status as a member of an identity group (e.g., valuable
employee) and reflects positively on self-evaluation (Callero
1985). Individuals who have a strong connection to a
particular identity will try to perform the behaviors that are
associated with that identity (Arnett et al. 2003). Thus, we
assert they will seek out organizations that provide them with
such affirmation. Organizations that are able to affirm
members’ important identities, and thus help them feel that
they are enacting those identities successfully, will be
rewarded with higher perceptions of identity synergy.
H3: Increased identity affirmation of an individual’s
important social identities by the organization is
positively related to an increase in the perception of
identity synergy.
Consequences of identity synergy
Just as an individual’s self is the sum of many salient
identities, identification with a single organization can be
viewed, at least in part, as the sum of other identities that
are consistently enacted in the organizational context.
People seek out membership in organizations that allow
them opportunities to enhance and thus add value to
important identities in their lives (Serpe and Stryker
1987). We propose that increased customer perceptions of
synergy between the organization and other important
social identities causes the individual to value the organization more highly, and to identify with it more strongly.
And the greater the number of identities with which the
organization has synergy, the greater the overall perception
of synergy, and thus the value of the organization to the
customer increases and the customer’s relationship with the
firm strengthens. The association and enhancement of
multiple salient social identities within the organization
gives the individual reason to care about the organization’s
fate, to feel a sense of shared destiny, and to feel a closeness
or oneness with the organization, because the organization
itself is the vessel through which other identities are
expressed. Thus, the stronger the individual’s perception
of identity synergy with the organization, the more likely he
or she is to form a stronger organizational identity.
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H4: An increase in perceived identity synergy is positively
related to an increase in organizational identification.
As we previously argued, individuals can form unique
and separate connections to the organization versus the
other individuals who are part of the organization. Just as a
perception of identity synergy can lead members to identify
with an organization, it also can influence their relationships with peers within the organization. If customers of a
firm perceive other customers enacting the same important
social identities in the context of the firm (consider the
example of the “dog person” observing and interacting with
other “dog people” in the context of shopping at a home
improvement store), they may develop the belief that other
customers of that business are like them and develop a
sense of oneness with other customers, distinct from their
perception of oneness with the firm itself. Cialdini et al.
(1997) point out that an individual’s perception of his or her
degree of connection with another individual is cued by
feelings of kinship, friendship, similarity, and familiarity.
Enacting important social identities while interacting with
other members of the organization increases the individual’s feelings of familiarity with—and thus connections to—
fellow members of the organization.
Those interactions could be formal and organized by the
firm (such as a group class in jewelry-making at a craft
store) or informal and spontaneous (such as observing other
customers buying and wearing a t-shirt supporting a charity
campaign sponsored and sold by a coffee shop). Where an
organization provides the opportunity for members to enact
similar important identities (synergy) as part of a group of
other organizational members, members may begin to
identify with one another. The organization that can provide
opportunities for members to enact their social identities
while connecting with other members who hold the same
identities at multiple touch points will help form peer-topeer relational bonds. The more individuals are able to
connect with each other while reinforcing their shared
social identities, the more they will start to identify as being
part of the peer group.
H5: An increase in the perception of synergy is positively
related to an increase in peer identification.
We propose that the more participants become tied to
other peers in the organization, the more they come to value
and identify with the organization itself. When individuals
perceive that they can be authentic in the group context and
establish meaningful relationships with group members,
their perception of identification with the organization that
brings those members together should become stronger
(Amiot et al. 2007). Marketing research in brand communities has examined the idea that other members play a
crucial role in the formation of relationships with the
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organization (Algesheimer et al. 2005; Muniz and O’Guinn
2001). This peer identification, which brand community
research has characterized as a “kinship” between members
(McAlexander et al. 2002), has been found to make an
individual more devoted to the organization (Fournier et al.
2001).
As individuals start to receive support and affirmation
and connect with other members, they start to value that
organization as an entity that meets many of their needs.
Consider a group of Harley-Davidson motorcycle riders
that has formed a local HOG chapter. These HOG groups
have a strong organizational identity with the Harley brand
name, but the group members also strongly identify with
the friends and colleagues they have met as a part of the
group (Fournier et al. 2001). Buying a Honda Cruiser
would have drastic effects on the individual’s relationship
with both the Harley brand and the HOG group. Not only
would that person lose the benefits of being a part of the
organization, but that individual also would sever the social
ties with the peer identity group. Therefore, we hypothesize
that the more one’s peer identification grows, the stronger
one’s organizational identification becomes.
H6: An increase in peer identification is positively related
to an increase in organizational identification.

Methodology
A major metropolitan zoo with a large, diverse, active
membership of 44,000 patrons provides the research setting
for this study. This provides an organization in which a
variety of potential identities could drive valuable behaviors.
Further, nonprofit organizations represent a significant part of
the U.S. economy and thus provide an important context for
study—they received more than $306.39 billion in donations
in the United States alone in 2007 and employed more than
10% of the American workforce (GivingUSA 2008).
Membership-based nonprofits have been recognized as
desirable environments for testing identification issues
because of their diverse membership bases and varieties of
social causes (Bhattacharya et al. 1995). The contributions
from members of nonprofits are critical to organizational
success, and their motivating identities for becoming
members often are diverse. However, we suggest that
for-profit and nonprofit organizations alike could benefit
from identifying and reinforcing the multiple social
identities of their customers. Consumers may patronize
retailers, join customer communities, and select goods or
services based in part on how the brand provides
synergistic benefits across multiple important consumer
identities. In fact, recent organizational identification
research (Pratt 1998; Scott and Lane 2000) suggests
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people support organizations for identification purposes
even when formal membership is not a possibility or part
of the organization’s offerings.
Measure development and pretesting
Because the questionnaire required answers from early
questions to be inserted later in the survey, an online survey
instrument was used. The first question asked respondents
to check off from a large list all the identities that they felt
were relevant to their membership in the organization,
giving us a count of the total number of roles each
respondent felt were relevant. (The list of identities used
was generated from a pre-test, which is discussed in more
detail later in this section.) From the initial set of identities
that the respondents checked as relevant, they then were
asked to choose their top three most important identities in
the organizational context. This two-step procedure was
followed in both the two pre-tests and the final study. These
“top three” identities were inserted into later questions in
the survey. To limit the length of the questionnaire, we
asked questions regarding only each respondent’s top three
identities. The respondent completed the identity affirmation, support, and value congruence items three times—
once for each of the three identities the respondent chose as
most relevant.
Based on the conceptual development and existing
literature, we generated and pre-tested an initial set of
measures for the constructs. Measures of identity affirmation,
value congruence, and perceived organizational support were
adapted from well-established scales to fit the context of our
study. These constructs were all measured using seven-point
Likert scales. (See Appendix A for a complete list of scale
items.) The scales for identity affirmation (Drigotas et al.
1999) and perceived support (Eisenberger et al. 1990) have
demonstrated good psychometric properties in previous
studies. For identity affirmation, participants were asked to
rate the extent to which they agreed with statements such as:
“The organization sees me as a good ______.” A typical
organizational support scale item was: “The organization
cares about my well-being as a/an______.” The measure of
value congruence also was taken from a well-tested scale
(Maxham and Netemeyer 2003). It used the single item,
“The organization has the same values as I do with regard to
being a/an______.” (Each blank was filled in with the
identity the respondent selected from the list, and each
question was answered three times, once for each of the three
top identities the respondent selected.) A single item was
used in an effort to limit the length of an already long survey.
We felt that because value congruence already was a wellestablished construct, multiple-item measures were not
essential. In addition, prior research has employed singleitem measures and found them to have equal predictive
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validity to multiple-item measures (e.g., Bergkvist and
Rossiter 2007; Drolet and Morrison 2001).
We developed new scales grounded in prior research for
identity synergy. The four synergy measures (which used
seven-point Likert scales) were adapted from the work and
family literature (Carlson et al. 2006) and included the
following items: “Being a member of [the organization] has
positively affected my role as ______;” “Being a member
of the [the organization] gives me the opportunity to be a
better______;” “Being a member of [the organization]
makes it easier for me to fulfill my duties/responsibilities
as a/an ______;” and “Being a member of [the organization] makes it easier for me to be a good ______.” (Each
blank was filled in with the identity the respondent selected
from the list, and each question was answered three times,
once for each of the three top identities the respondent
selected.)
The final value for each individual item for the
constructs of synergy, perceived support, affirmation, and
value congruence was generated by multiplying the scores
given for each of the top three identities. This multiplicative
approach allows the analysis to demonstrate the synergistic
effects when a firm provides higher levels of synergy with a
greater number of identities.
Finally, we used Ashforth and Mael’s (1989) wellestablished scale to measure organizational identification
and also adapted it to measure peer identification. Additionally, we collected several control variables with the
potential to influence the dependent variables, including
income, age, membership level, and length of membership,
to eliminate these as possible alternative explanations for
the findings.
Our next task was to generate a list of critical identities
relevant for the particular context of our study. Because
organizations have a wide array of members with an
equally broad spectrum of identities, discovering all the
identities that potentially drive behavior can be difficult.
Previous research has either (1) pre-selected identities
assumed by the researcher, a priori, to be at the center of
respondents’ self-systems or (2) simply focused on one
main identity. These approaches, however, risk ignoring
critical identities that may drive the entire system of
identification and its consequences. By imposing one or a
few identities on all respondents, researchers may miss the
chance to capture variation in the outcomes they are
exploring (Marks and MacDermid 1996). For example, a
father of two children may perceive the identity of being a
parent as important to his overall self-definition but
nevertheless may hold some other identity —for example,
“boss”—as even more central.
We e-mailed online pre-test questionnaires to 1,000
randomly selected members of the zoo and asked respondents to identify any zoo-relevant identities in a free-
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response format. E-mail invitations to participate were
followed by two reminder e-mails spaced 4 days apart.
Anyone who completed the survey was entered into a prize
drawing. This survey had a response rate of about 34%.
This questionnaire was followed by a second pre-test
survey to a different sample of 1,000 randomly selected
zoo members. The second pre-test included a large list of
30 identities generated from the free-response survey, zoo
member interviews, and employee insights, with the
objective of identifying the most common identities for
inclusion in the final study. The response rate of the second
pre-test was about 40%. Both response rates were in line
with prior research in this type of organization (Mael and
Ashforth 1992). Any identity chosen by at least 10% of the
respondents in the second pre-test was retained for
inclusion in the final study. The final list of zoo-relevant
identities for the study contained 16 choices, which
included such wide-ranging options as animal lover,
shopper, teacher, religious person, grandparent, employee,
and spouse. Appendix B lists the final set of 16 identities
specific to this study context, as well as several illustrative
quotes for each identity that were collected from 12
qualitative depth interviews with zoo members, which were
used as a final check of the face validity of the final set of
identities used to test the study hypotheses.
In the second pre-test, we also included the organizational and peer identification scales to test for discriminant
validity between the two factors. Exploratory factor
analysis clearly revealed two distinct factors, corresponding
to identification with the organization itself versus identification with other members of the zoo. The eight items
were submitted to a principle components analysis using
varimax rotation, which showed that 79% of the total
variance was accounted for by the two factors. Using eigen
values greater than 1 as a cutoff criteria also supported a
two-factor scale. All items loaded on the appropriate
factors, the lowest being .62 and the highest being .90.
Sampling
For the test of hypotheses, e-mail invitations were sent to an
additional 12,000 individuals randomly selected from the
zoo’s 44,000 members, defined as individuals who had paid
for a zoo membership during the period of the study. The
invitation to participate in the survey was followed by two
reminder e-mails spaced 4 days apart. We received 3,958
completed surveys for a response rate of 33%. However, to
avoid Type I error associated with such a large sample, we
conducted the analyses with a randomly selected subsample
of 750 out of the 3,958 completions. This sample size was
based on Bentler’s (1995) recommendation of a ratio of
respondents to number of free parameters of 10:1. We
pulled and analyzed several random samples of equivalent
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size, and the results were consistent across all samples. The
data were analyzed using structural equation modeling as
implemented in AMOS 18.0.
To ensure that our survey sample didn’t suffer from nonresponse bias, we conducted comparisons of known
demographic variables between the obtained sample and
the member population (Armstrong and Overton 1977).
The zoo’s administration supplied data on demographic
variables collected from nearly all members as part of the
membership enrollment process. There were no significant
differences between the obtained sample of members and
the population of members in average age, income, or
membership level.
The measurement model then was analyzed with
confirmatory factor analysis, and the hypotheses were
tested using structural equation modeling.

Analysis and results
Measurement model
The fit statistics of the CFA demonstrate that the hypothesized
model fits the data well, with χ2(179) =2564.39 (p<.01),
Bentler and Bonnett’s (1980) comparative fit index
(CFI)=.97, the non-normed fit index (NNFI)=.97, and the
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA)=.07.
The measurement factor loadings were all statistically
significant (p<.001) and positive, providing evidence for
the convergent validity of the constructs. In addition, all
scales resulted in Cronbach’s alpha levels of .86 or above,
and the average variance extracted exceeded .50 on all
constructs, demonstrating good reliability. Finally, the average variance extracted exceeded the squared inter-construct
correlations, indicating strong discriminant validity between
all constructs (Fornell and Larcker 1981). Table 1 reports the
correlation matrix for the constructs, as well as their means,
standard deviations, alphas, and average variances extracted.
Structural model
The structural model fit statistics indicated good fit:
χ2(203) =4940.74 (p<.01), RMSEA=.067, NFI=.94, and
CFI=.94. The χ2 statistic is significant; however, this is
usually the case for large samples (Kline 2005). All of the
structural paths were statistically significant at p<.01, and
all were in the direction hypothesized, providing support
for the conceptual model. Table 2 reports the completely
standardized parameter estimates for the hypothesized
model.
Specifically, in H1 we posit that perceived support from
the organization is positively related to perceived identity
synergy; this path is significant and positive (β1 =.41;
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p<.01). Thus we have support for H1. We also find support
for H2, because higher levels of perceived value congruence
(β2 =.24; p<.01) were related to higher levels of identity
synergy. Identity affirmation (β3 =.19; p<.01) also was
significantly and positively related to perceptions of synergy,
thus providing support for H3. An increase in identity
synergy, in turn, was related to increased perceptions of
both organizational identification (β4 =.24, p<.01) and
peer identification (β5 =.38, p<.01), showing support for
H4 and H5.1 And finally, H6 receives support, because
peer identification was significantly and positively related
to organizational identification (β6 =.69, p<.01).
Because we argue that firms that enable customers to
enact more identities see more positive outcomes than firms
that enable fewer identities, it is necessary to determine
whether the total number of identities that respondents
stated were relevant to their organizational membership had
an impact on organizational identity. Although our operationalization of the measures of identity support, affirmation, and value congruence reflects the multiplicative effect
that results when a firm scores highly on multiple identities,
we were limited by survey length to measuring the three top
identities for the multiple-item scales. However, we also
have a measure of the raw total number of identities that
respondents first checked as personally important and
relevant to their organizational membership, out of the set
of 16 identities listed on the final survey. Therefore, we can
conduct an additional post-hoc analysis of the influence of
this total number of identities in driving organizational
identity. The number of identities checked off by respondents ranged from two to 16, with a mean of 5.29 identities.
When we included this measure in our model, it had a
significant and positive effect on the formation of both peer
identity (β=.12; p<.01) and organizational identity (β=.04;
p<.01). The remainder of the relationships in the model did
not change when the identity count measure was included.
These finding appears to support our assertion that having
more than one (multiple) social identities reinforced within
an organization enhances customers’ perceptions of identity
synergy, and thus functions to enhance customers’ connections to the organization.
1

To ensure that no bias was created in the structural paths emanating
from the synergy construct due to the fact that the constitutive
“identity” terms making up the multiplicative measure of synergy
were not hypothesized or estimated in the model, we ran regression
analyses, including the constitutive terms and the synergy term as
predictors of organizational identification and peer identification. For
both dependent variables, when the “identity” direct effects were
included without the interaction term, all three constitutive terms had
significant effects. However, when the multiplicative synergy term
was included, the constitutive terms all became insignificant,
providing confirmation that the results of the hypotheses tested in
the structural model were not biased by not including the constitutive
terms.
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations
Constructs

Mean

Std Dev

Ave

1.

2.

1. Organizational support
2. Organizational value congruence

157.55
162.11

92.19
99.47

.90
n/a

.97
n/a

n/a

3. Organizational affirmation

128.05

91.73

.94

.75**

n/a

.98

4. Identity synergy
5. Peer identification

167.38
3.38

87.79
1.61

.85
.80

.65**
.44**

n/a
n/a

4.21

1.44

.67

.52**

n/a

6. Organizational identification

3.

4.

5.

.59**
.49**

.95
.39**

0.96

.52**

.51**

.78**

6.

0.91

Cronbach alphas reported on the diagonal
Ave average variance extracted
**p<.01

In addition, because part of our theory argues that identity
synergy mediates the relationship between the exogenous
variables and organizational identification, we conducted a
post-hoc analysis to examine the mediating relationship.
Direct paths were added from each of the exogenous variables
to organizational identification. The paths from both support
(β=.045, p=.34) and affirmation (β=.039, p=.269) to
organizational identification were non-significant, indicating
that synergy was fully mediating those relationships.
However, the path from value congruence (β=.249, p<.05)
to organizational identification is significant, indicating that
while synergy is partially mediating the relationship, a direct
effect also exists. Indeed, the inclusion of a path from value
congruence to organizational identification improves the fit
of the original model (Δχ2 =58.18, Δdf=1). Thus, we found
that convergence between individual values and those of an
organization creates organizational identification not only
through synergy, but also directly; we’ll discuss the potential
reasons for this finding in the discussion section to follow.
As with all self-report data, there is the potential for the
occurrence of common method variance. However, we can

address this limitation in part by determining post hoc
whether common method variance due to the use of a single
source had a significant impact on our results. We
controlled for the portion of the variance in the indicators
that is attributable to obtaining the measures from the same
source by re-estimating the structural equation model with
the addition of an unmeasured “single-source” first-order
factor added to the indicators of all the latent variables in
the model, as advocated by Podsakoff et al. (2003). The
overall pattern of significant relationships and the magnitude of the standardized estimates in the structural model
were not affected by common method variance (that is, all
the paths that were significant when common method
variance was not controlled remained significant even when
common method variance was controlled for), demonstrating strong evidence that same source bias did not have a
significant effect on the hypothesized model.
In addition, as control variables, we included in our
post-hoc analysis several additional variables, including
age, income, membership level (based on the organization’s structure for different donation levels), and how

Table 2 Results: structural model estimates
Hypothesis
Hypothesized paths
Support → Identity synergy
Value congruency → Identity synergy
Affirmation → Identity synergy
Identity synergy → Organizational identification
Identity synergy → Peer identification
Peer identification → Organizational identification
Control variables
Membership length → Organizational identification
Age → Organizational identification
Current membership level → Organizational identity
Income → Organizational identification
*p<.01

H1
H2
H3
H4
H5
H6

Std path coeff

t-value

.41
.24
.19
.24
.38
.69

16.42
15.24
7.64
15.37
19.92
35.93

.07
.06
.04
−.02

*
*
*
*
*
*

4.72 *
4.45 *
2.81 *
−1.10
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many years the individual had been a member of the
organization. In line with the findings of other identity
researchers (Bhattacharya et al. 1995; Mael and Ashforth
1992), the number of years the individual had been a member
of the organization had a positive relationship with organizational identity (β=.07; p<.01). Similarly, the individual’s age
(β=.06; p<.01) and current membership level (β=.04;
p<.01) had small but significant relationships with
organizational identity. The individual’s income level, however, had no significant relationship with organizational identity
(β=−.02; p=.27). The addition of these control variables to
the model had no influence on the size, significance, or
direction of any of the hypothesized relationships.

Discussion and implications
This research examines how identity synergy in an organizational context—that is, the perception that participation in an
organization allows organizational members (customers,
employees, donors, alumni, etc.) to build and reinforce
important social identities—can build customer identification
with that organization. In a marketing context, not only is the
construct of identity synergy new, but the idea that such
synergy can build identification with a specific organization or
brand is novel. Moreover, we find that when consumers
perceive that an organization offers support, affirmation, and
value congruence in respect to their salient identities (apart
from their roles as organizational members), their perceptions
of synergy grow, and these perceptions, in turn, generate
identification with the organization itself. The greater the
number of social identities with which the firm is perceived to
have synergy, the greater the impact on organizational
identity. The findings of our study are relevant for academics
and practitioners. Marketing scholars have shown increasing
interest in the impact of identity-related processes on
consumer behavior (Algesheimer et al. 2005; Bhattacharya
et al. 1995; Mael and Ashforth 1992; McAlexander et al.
2002). However, work focused on how the pursuit of
multiple identities affects identification with a brand—a
product, retailer, or nonprofit—is lacking.
In the organizational behavior and family studies
literatures, research into multiple identities traditionally
has focused on the negative impact of identity conflict, such
as the work-family conflict. More recent work has explored
the potential for synergies created by the pursuit of dual or
multiple identities, also often focusing on the work-family
context. Our examination of how synergy can spring from
the enactment of multiple personal identities in the context
of a nonprofit membership organization (neither a work nor
family context) is distinctive with respect to past work on
identity synergy outside marketing. Furthermore, our
finding that the perception of synergy affects organizational
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identification and mediates the effects of support, affirmation, and value congruence also is a contribution to
literatures beyond marketing. The finding that synergy only
partially mediates the relationship between value congruence
and organizational identity suggests that there may, indeed, be
a simple direct effect, such as has been proposed in some
previous research (e.g., Bhattacharya and Sen 2003; Kristof
1996; Kristof-Brown et al. 2005; Meglino and Ravlin 1998).
Or, alternately, there may be other as-yet-unidentified factors
mediating the relationship. Future research may seek to
detect and test other possible mediating processes in this
relationship.
In addition, this study contributes to the organizational
identity literature by introducing the concept of peer
identification and illustrating its positive effect on overall
organizational identification. We believe it is important for
nonprofit and for-profit organizations to recognize that
individuals can identify distinctly and differently both with
the organization and with other members of the organization, to most effectively capitalize on these relationships to
build organizational identification.
Managerial implications
In today’s competitive landscape, it has become ever more
critical for organizations to forge strong bonds with key
constituents. Marketing executives have shown interest in
increasing consumer loyalty by enabling consumer pursuit of
multiple identity goals in stores (for example, a retailer such as
IKEA offering child care in-store) or while using products (for
example, a Harley-Davidson motorcycle dealership sponsoring a “toys for tots” motorcycle rally). Nonprofit marketers
also have shown interest in the idea of adding value to, and
broadening the appeal of, attendance at museums, botanical
gardens, zoos and other nonprofit attractions by conducting
events such as singles nights, beer tastings, rock concerts, and
gourmet food tastings. Such activities allow attendees to
pursue more than one aspect of the self (e.g., fine arts lover
and single person) at once. Thus, marketing practitioners seem
to grasp the potential importance of identity synergy to
customers, but they lack an empirically tested theoretical
framework to help them formulate and evaluate strategies to
help customers achieve identity synergy.
We demonstrate here that if a manager can identify
customers’ important social identities and then offer
opportunities for them to enact and enhance those multiple
identities in the context of a service or retail environment,
stronger bonds can be built with the firm. In contrast, when
an organization is perceived as offering little synergy with
other important social identities, conflicting and competing
demands can create role strain and have negative effects on
an individual’s life (Hillman et al. 2008). Role strain has
been shown to be related to outcomes such as job
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dissatisfaction, job burnout, and turnover (Burke 1988;
Frone et al. 1992; Greenhaus 1988), as well as to outcomes
related to psychological distress (e.g., depression), and life
and marital dissatisfaction (Greenhaus and Beutell 1985;
Netemeyer et al. 1996). This suggests that firms that fail to
offer synergy with other important social roles may suffer,
because customers must sometimes choose between
participating with the firm and finding other outlets in which
to enact those social roles.
Managers should develop and target initiatives for key
groups based on the identities the groups have in common.
The initiatives should be designed to provide support and
affirmation to members for those identities, and should
communicate congruence between the organization’s values
and the values driving the members’ social identities. Our
multiple-stage pretesting technique for identifying the most
commonly relevant identities—that is, combining freeresponse questionnaires, member interviews, and employee
insights to develop a large list of potential identities,
followed by a quantitative survey to prioritize the most
critical identities—easily could be adapted as a research
tool for managers. Our experience in this study reinforced
our suspicion that relying solely on managerial assumptions
or focusing on very few key identities could be very
limiting and could risk ignoring critical identities relevant
for customers. The identities that management may assume
to be important may not always form a complete list. This
study uncovered several identities that, at first glance, did
not appear to be relevant to the context—and, in fact, were
surprising to the organization’s own management—but
nonetheless were relevant and important to a significant
portion of respondents. Without appropriate open-ended
development processes such as those conducted here, those
critical identities might have been overlooked, and other
less-relevant ones inappropriately included.
When individuals first become involved with an organization, they may believe in its mission but have yet to
imagine themselves as possessing characteristics of the new
group, and thus their organizational identity is low or
unknown. An organization needs to encourage the incorporation of the member’s important identities into that of
the organization to facilitate synergy. Small communities
built around relevant identities within the organization can
function to support and enhance important identities. These
groups create opportunities for peer-to-peer interactions,
encourage relationships, and create a sense of community
within the organization that is built directly on the identities
that are important in members’ lives. For example, this
study showed the zoo’s management that many people were
coming to the zoo for exercise, much like walkers at the
mall. As a result, the zoo installed a walking trail and
organized small groups around the identity of fitness. The
walking trail allowed the zoo to capitalize on a naturally
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existing phenomenon already happening within their
organization, and in doing so more strongly bonded those
individuals to the organization.
This research provides managers with a set of actionable
antecedents to both identity synergy and organizational
identity. Because perceived support is an important driver
of identity synergy, it is critical for organizations to devise
ways to facilitate support of important identities. Activities
or promotions such as singles events or providing child care
during a concert lets customers know that the company
understands what is important in their lives and is willing to
support those important identities. Special member perks,
such as private changing rooms after a workout or special
parking for members with children, also may allow
individuals to feel valued and supported. When it comes
to perceived value congruence, the organization must strive
to communicate and emphasize to members how the
organization’s values match their own. Communication
efforts should make it clear that each member is part of a
larger group of members who share similar values and
goals. An organization must find ways to affirm members
in their important social identities. Likewise, facilitating
ways in which members can identify, connect, and interact
with other members is critical. It is clear that managers
can’t center efforts on one focal identity, but rather must
understand the full portfolio of identities their key constituents seek to enact within the organization.
Our research also points to the need to foster both
organizational and peer identification. According to
GivingUSA (2008), the two largest recipients of donations
in 2008 were churches and universities/colleges. These
two particular types of organizations are very successful at
creating bonds with the organization and also between
members within the organization. Lifelong friends often
are formed while at college or within the church
community. These relationships form a very strong peer
identity and cause individuals to highly value the
organization. The reputation and long-term survival of
the organization becomes very important to individuals
who identify strongly with the organization. Financial
contributions ensure that the institution maintains viability, and thus allow the individual to maintain the highlyvalued organizational identification. By building and
strengthening relationships, the organization can retain
members longer, and those members will provide greater
financial and participatory support over time.
Limitations and future research
This study was conducted in the nonprofit context, using
members of just one organization. Although we believe the
effects illustrated in this study would logically generalize to
a broader set of nonprofit and for-profit organizations,
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further research should seek to replicate our results in other
contexts. The correlational nature of the data also is a
limitation. Although a post-hoc analysis indicated that
same-source bias had no significant effect on the hypothesis
tests, a future study could build on these findings to track
organizational members’ relationships with a firm over time
to tease out further the processes involved and their
consequences. A longitudinal study also could be used to
examine how relevant identities with an organization
evolve or change over time, to provide managers with
guidance on how to manage an evolving portfolio of
identities. As time progresses and life stages change, so do
the motivating identities in an individual’s life, and thus the
identities that an individual is seeking to enact and reinforce
within an organization may change, too. For instance,
individuals may join the zoo because they have young
children, and the zoo has a fun and educational atmosphere.
But as their children grow up and move away, the
individuals may remain members to support identities such
as conservationist or community philanthropist.
Another interesting question arises when the organization tries to connect to unique groups that have distinct, and
perhaps conflicting, identities. For example, it might be
challenging for an organization to promote events that
appeal to members with a salient single-person identity and
also members with a salient parent identity. Future research
could examine ways in which companies can reach out to
multiple identities without creating unwanted conflicts.
Other research extensions could investigate boundary
conditions, such as whether there are types of consumption
contexts in which enacting multiple identities would be
more relevant than in others. If so, organizational efforts to
create identity synergy might be more effective in some
contexts than in others. Contexts also may vary in terms of
the number of social identities relevant to a stakeholder
group. In this study, 16 identities met the criteria of being

relevant to an arbitrary cutoff of at least 10% of customers,
but every organization and setting is likely to have its own
very different and unique subset of identities that are most
salient to its key constituents. A firm would be unlikely to
be able to provide support for every identity, so how should
managers prioritize efforts? Some firms might find that a
larger or smaller list of identities is relevant to its members,
or firms may vary in heterogeneity of constituents’
identities, providing additional challenges for not only
identifying but also prioritizing which identities to address
across a diverse set of possibilities. Individual customer
differences may also exist and be relevant for future
research—for example, are there gender or age differences
in either the types or numbers of relevant social identities?
Additionally, are there differences in importance of identities and how they are enacted that have relevance for
identity synergy based on whether the identity involved is
obligatory (e.g., parent) or voluntary (e.g., animal lover)?
Another fruitful avenue for future research in this arena
is to identify and investigate additional antecedents and
mediators that may drive the desired outcomes. We have
introduced the concept of identity synergy and investigated
the effects of several constructs that have been hypothesized to affect organizational identification—support, value
congruence, and identity affirmation—but other explanatory variables could further explicate the process by which
multiple customer identities can be leveraged to support
organizational identification.
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Appendix A

Constructs (Scale Sources)

Items

Item Loadings

Support (Adapted from Eisenberger et al. 1990)a
The [organization] cares about my well-being as a/an _____________.
The [organization] cares about my opinions as a/an _____________.
The [organization] is willing to help me in my role as a/an ____________.
The [organization] considers my goals and values as a/an _____________.
Value Congruence (Adapted from Maxham and Netemyer 2003)a
The [organization] has the same values as I do with regard to _____________.

.96
.96
.97
.97
n/a

a

Affirmation (Adapted from Drigotas et al. 1999)
The [organization] sees me as a good ____________.

.99

J. of the Acad. Mark. Sci. (2012) 40:587–604

601

(continued)
Constructs (Scale Sources)

Items

Item Loadings

The [organization] thinks I have the traits and dispositions of a good ____________.

.99

The [organization] treats me like I am a good ____________.

.97

Synergy (Adapted from Carlson et al. 2006)a
Being a member of the [organization] makes it easier for me to be a good __________.

.96
.95

Being a member of the [organization] has positively affected my role as a/an ___________.

.95

Organizational Identity (Ashforth and Mael 1989)
When someone criticizes the [organization], it feels like a personal insult.

.86

I am very interested in what others think about the [organization].

.81

When I talk about the [organization], I usually say ‘we’ rather than ‘they.’

.84

The [organization]’s successes are my successes.

.90

When someone praises the [organization] it feels like a personal compliment.

.92

Member Identity (Ashforth and Mael 1989)
When someone criticizes other members of the [organization], it feels like a personal insult.
I am very interested in what others think about other members of the [organization].
When I talk about other members of the [organization], I usually say ‘we’ rather than ‘they.’
The members’ successes are my successes.
When someone praises other members of the [organization] it feels like a personal compliment.
a

.96

Being a member of the [organization] makes it easier to fulfill my duties/responsibilities as a/an ________.
Being a member of the [organization] gives me the opportunity to be a better ___________.

.92
.89
.90
.94
.95

measures that were repeated for each of three salient identities

All items were measured using seven-point scales anchored by 1 = “strongly disagree” and 7 = “strongly agree” unless otherwise stated

Appendix B: Customer Social Identities

Zoo Member Identities

Representative Quotes from Exploratory
Interviews

1. Animal Lover

• “I love the animals. They’re life.
They’re like a therapy to me.”
• “We are definitely animal lovers. We
have a soft spot for them. It’s fun to
watch them play and be babies.”
• “I like supporting the zoo because it is
privately owned. It deserves community
support. I buy more of a membership
than I need. I don’t go that often, but if I
can help keep admission costs down so
others can go, I feel like I am helping
the community.”
• “The community needs things like the
zoo and like libraries, and we need to
instill that in our youth.”
• “The zoo has some major conservation
projects that we like to support with our
membership.”

2. Community Member

3. Conservationist

Zoo Member Identities

4. Employee/Boss

5. Exerciser/Walker

Representative Quotes from Exploratory
Interviews
• “I joined the zoo partly to support their
conservation efforts.”
• “The zoo has many great events that are
great for me to bring my important
clients to.”
• “My husband finds his consulting job
melds with our zoo membership very
well. [Company X] is his client—and
[Company X] supports the zoo as well.
So they both attend many of the social
events, which turns into great face time
with a valuable client.”
• “Well, it’s a nice place to go for a walk
for exercise. Even if you’re not an
animal lover, it’s still nice place to come
for a walk.”
• “It’s a place for me to get some
exercise.”
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Zoo Member Identities

Representative Quotes from Exploratory
Interviews

6. Family Member

• “I have seven kids. Our oldest is 25 and
our youngest is 3. With our family,
especially with our spread in age, it is
difficult to find something everyone can
enjoy.”
• “My kids love the zoo and it keeps them
happy. It is a family event.”
• “I upgraded my membership level at the
zoo so I could take friends.”

7. Friend

Zoo Member Identities

• “My friend, who home schools her
children, takes her kids all the time (to
the zoo). For her, learning is a top
priority.”
16. Volunteer

• “My membership comes with free guest
passes, which I use to bring friends with
me so I don’t go to the zoo alone.”
8. Grandparent

9. Outdoor Person

11. Religious Person

12. Shopper

13. Social Person

14. Spouse

15. Teacher/Academic

• “The zoo has volunteer opportunities.
Volunteer opportunities help me feel
involved and that I can make a
difference.”
• “As a docent, I can interact with many
of the visitors and talk about the animals
which I love so dearly.”

• “We enjoy bringing the grandkids here
and everything.”
• “I don’t really ever go, unless I bring my
grandkids.”
• “We appreciate the outdoors, and we try
to take care of it.”
• “I am part of a realm of people that enjoy
nature, wildlife, and just being outdoors.”

10. Parent

Representative Quotes from Exploratory
Interviews

• “It absolutely makes me feel like a good
father to bring her to the zoo.”
• “Being a zoo member affirms that I can
do my job as a parent. I can keep my
kids happy. I can entertain them and I
can educate them all at once, which is
pretty gosh darn hard.”
• “I like to come to the zoo to listen to
God—by observing his creation at the
zoo, I try to find out who God is.”
• “I have some deep meditations here that
I can’t get anywhere else. This is where
you get in touch with all of the world, in
a sense. It has a lot deeper value and
meaning to me.”
• “I love to shop, and the zoo often has
some great gift ideas for both friends
and family.”
• “I buy my children’s families
memberships to the zoo every year for
Christmas. It is really a great gift idea.”
• “We know other families that have
memberships. We have combined our
time so we can all go together.”
• “Yeah, we have quite a big group of
people in that area that actually have
zoo passes, and we go quite often in
groups.”
• “My husband and I often go to the zoo
together just because we’re home and
need something to do together.”
• “It was a cool date thing. We were
married 9 years before we had kids.
You can only sit and watch the sun set
so many times.”
• “As a teacher, the zoo has many great
programs for me to bring my students to.”
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