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Management summary
In the nineties of the last century there has been a radical change in information technology. The
Internet took over the place of previous mass media like TV, radio and newspapers. In April of 2009,
Microsoft published a research in which they conclude that the use of internet will take over the first
position as the most important source of information (in press, FOK.nl, ANP, 2009). This resurrection
of a new mass medium, the Internet, has opened up opportunities in almost every industry. One of
these opportunities is the possibility to easily and instant exchange information with different people
from all over the world. Building on this capability of information exchange, virtual communities
have come into existence. Virtual communities are groups of people who have a shared purpose,
interact to satisfy certain needs, participate voluntary, and share information and ideas through the
mediation of computer technology. By doing so, the participants contribute to the sustainable
development of a community.
Research questions
A virtual community can be a useful source for information if the desired information is easy to find,
sources can be verified when needed and enough others, acting loyal, altruistic and reciprocal, are
using the medium. Since not all virtual communities do meet these requirements instantly, lots of
them are left abandoned, which is a waste of the investments. The Dialogues Incubator of ABN
AMRO executes a lot initiatives which have a value proposition that is based on an active and useful
virtual community. The motivation for this study was to map the potential drivers to stimulate
participation within virtual communities. These potential drivers than can be used in order to keep the
virtual communities useful and effective in delivering the desired value proposition. Furthermore
seems similarity to others (in language, vision and interests) who are acting in a virtual community
(i.e. peers), to have a positive influence on the perceived expertise of these peers, since in an online
(groups in virtual communities) as well as in an off line setting people rate peers higher if they have
some object in common with them. Practical examples of similar people knitting together to use the
positive effects of similarity within a virtual community can be found on sites like www.likeme.net
and in certain groups on social networking sites. This has lead to the following research questions;
1) What is a virtual community?
a) What is the definition of a virtual community?
b) What are (dis-)advantages of organizing a virtual community?
c) What are the known drivers to participate in a virtual community from a users point of view?
d) What are results of hosting a virtual community?
2) What are the effects of similarity-to-peers on the perceived virtual community value
(informational and social), the perception of the other users within the virtual community and
subsequently on the participation behavior?
3) What are the direct effects of similarity-to-peers on participation behavior within a virtual
community?
4) What are the effects of anonymity and sensitivity of information on the relationships between
similarity-to-peers and participation behavior?
These questions are in this report addressed by means of an extensive literature review on virtual
communities and the potential drivers to participate within a virtual community. Furthermore an
empirical study is performed to assess the effects of similarity-to-peers on the perception of others,
the perceived value, and the intention to participate within a virtual community.
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Literature review
In the literature review different kinds of
virtual communities are identified.
Communities are found to differ in
relationship orientation, technique used,
purpose, topics discussed and the chosen
revenue model. Furthermore a list of
possible drivers for users to participate
within a virtual community is identified
and presented in figure A.
Empirical study
Similarity-to-peers is subsequently in the
conceptual model proposed to be a driver
that could be added to the drivers list. In
the following structural model (see figure
B) the effects of similarity on the intention
to participate within a virtual community
are proposed. The results of the data
analysis are also provided in figure B. The
data used to test the model was collected
using a scenario-based survey method,
with a survey posted online in knowledge
sharing groups on social networking sites.

Figure A; List of possible drivers for virtual community participation.

Anonymity

H3a
0.795***

H10
0.269**

H2
0.39***
Similarity-to-peers in
virtual community

Informational value
of virtual community
(65.3%)

Perceived value of
virtual community as
a whole

Perceived expertise
of peers in virtual
community
(41.7%)
Perception of
peers in virtual
community

H4
0.249*
Intention to
participate actively
within virtual
community (66.3%)

H3b
0.628***

Trust in peers in
virtual community
(38.9%)

H8
0.620**

H6b
0.724***
Social value of
virtual community
(53 %)

2

Figure B. PLS results model 2. Notes: Variance explained ( R ) between brackets. * Path coefficient significant at the 0.05
level; ** at the 0.01 level; *** at the 0.001 level. Results for intention to continue participating are comparable and shown in
appendix C.
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However contextual limitations are present as all respondents referred to such a group, there can be
concluded that in this context the perception of expertise of peers has a positive influence on the
trustworthiness of these peers and on the perception of the (through trust) social and informational
value of the virtual community as a whole. A positive perception of the social and informational value
of a virtual community has a positive influence on a user’s intention to participate actively and the
intention to continue participating within a virtual community. The perception of expertise of peers is
positively influenced by perceiving similarity with these peers on for the specific matter important
variables within the context of knowledge sharing groups on a social networking site. The presumed
effects of the sensitivity of the information shared are not tested in the model since almost all
respondents used the same kind of group at a social networking site as virtual community to relate the
questions in the survey to, and therefore a difference in sensitivity of information shared was
obviously not present. Therefore a part of research question 4 was could not be answered.
In sum in this research is added to the literature that similarity has also in an online environment (just
as in real world) an effect on how another individual’s expertise is perceived and that this relation is
stronger in an anonymous setting. Subsequently is shown that this perception of expertise positively
influences the perceived informational and social value (through trust) of a virtual community.
Informational and social value are in literature already shown to be predictors for an increased
community commitment (Mathwick et al., 2008) and in study is added to literature that it also are
predictors for a user’s intention to participate actively and continuously within a specific virtual
community; a knowledge sharing group on a social networking site.
In general in a knowledge sharing group (i.e. regardless of the topic and on what variables
similarity is present) holds that having roughly similar people being a participant of the same online
group on a SNS (i.e. a virtual community) stimulates the perception of being part of a community of
experts and thus the perception that expertise is available within that community for most subjects
(since the more similar the larger the chance that similarity on for that matter important variables is
present). Furthermore in a knowledge sharing group, regardless the absence or presence of similarity,
can be stated that the perception of individuals within a virtual community influences the perception
of the community as a whole (see figure C). It seems that in general the people within the community
make the community valuable. Getting a correct and positive perception of a source (i.e. a peer) is
therefore concluded to be an important predictor for experiencing more value (informational & social)
of the virtual community.
Perceived expertise
of peers in virtual
community
Perception of
peers in virtual
community

+

+
Intention to
participate actively/
continuously within
virtual community

Perceived value of
virtual community as
a whole

+

Trust in peers in
virtual community

Informational value
of virtual community

+

Social value of
virtual community

+

Figure C; A general observation of the PLS results of the structural model. There can be stated that virtual community facilitators should
increase the perceived expertise of participants one is communicating with, as that influences the value of a the community a whole and
eventually the participation intentions.

Managerial implications and recommendations
A main recommendation for organizers of a virtual community is first that they should facilitate
having a correct and extensive perception of other participants within the virtual community (i.e.
being able to verify the credibility and trustworthiness of others) and second that an organizer of a
virtual community should make sure that this perception of others within the virtual community is
most of the time positive, since that increases the perceived value of the community as a whole. The
first can be achieved by, showing co presence (e.g. instant messenger, chat room), provide
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opportunities for self-presentation (e.g. showing user name, signature, nickname profile, personal
page and interactive tools), provide deep profiling (e.g. member directories, reputation rankings,
feedback, ‘who did what’ feature and archive and searching tools) and also by showing the amount of
similarity on for the matter important variables (Ma & Agarwal, 2007; Tiwana & Bush, 2005;
empirical part of this study). The second can be achieved by facilitating that one easily gets to
communicate with the right resource and thus has a positive experience with an individual within the
community (e.g. making fast judgment of expertise possible) as the experience of non-expertise can
have negative effect on the perception of the community as a whole.
For the Dialogues Incubator of ABN AMRO is from literature recommended to use Wiki’s for
providing high quality, up to date but standardized information on the topics an one wants to inform
its participants about. These Wiki’s should be combined with applications that could show a
participant’s expertise on the topic. These Wiki’s furthermore can be maintained (and socially
controlled) by the proposed small-focused groups of participants that can keep the information
concerning their expertise up to date. If similarity than is preferred for the topics that are discussed in
the virtual community, a peer comparison tool (for example see Web source 28, 2009) could be used
to positively influence the perception of peers within the virtual community.
Than if finding the correct source is facilitated, organizers of virtual communities should
furthermore facilitate the best possible interactions to make sure the quality of the information
exchange is at an acceptable level. This can be achieved by providing the ability to choose correct
media richness for every different instance of communication, depending on main topics of site of
course.
Furthermore the revenue model of virtual communities is recommended to pay attention to if
an organizer wants to stimulate participation. Revenue models like advertising commission and
transaction commission are recommended since these models both have no direct negative effect on
the acquisition of new members (Rothaermel & Sugiyama, 2001).
Finally also a cost and benefit discussion of the implementation of the recommendations is provided.
Whether investing in the recommendations of this study are profitable is highly dependent on the
specific situation. There is emphasized that the (indirect) benefits do not necessarily has to outweigh
the development costs and thus a solid cost and benefit analysis should be performed for every
different situation.
In sum taking the literature study and the empirical study together, there can be concluded that
providing access to perceived experts on the specific matter, and serving informational needs and
social needs stimulates participation behavior. The facilitation of cooperation with the right sources
(i.e. experts on the specific matter) in the right context is of essential importance for an organizer of a
virtual community since the (positive) perception of the expertise of the source is determent for the
(positive) perception of the value of the community as a whole. This perception of peers has an
influence on the informational value and social value of the community as a whole in the context of
knowledge sharing groups on social networking sites and is in this context positively influenced by
similarity to the source, especially in an anonymous setting.

viii

Table of Contents
1. Introduction .................................................................................................................................. 1
2. Background information .............................................................................................................. 4
2.1 Context & Company description ................................................................................................... 4
2.2 Focus of prior research .................................................................................................................. 5
2.3 Focus of this research .................................................................................................................... 5
2.4 Research questions ........................................................................................................................ 6
3. Literature Review......................................................................................................................... 8
3.1 Virtual Communities ..................................................................................................................... 8
3.1.1 Different kinds of virtual communities ................................................................................... 8
3.2 Communication within virtual communities ............................................................................... 12
3.3 Organization-level of value proposition of virtual communities................................................. 14
3.4 Individual-level value proposition of virtual communities ......................................................... 14
3.4.1 Drivers to participate within virtual communities ................................................................ 15
3.5 Fit between member and virtual community ............................................................................... 24
3.5.1 Similarity to peers within a virtual community .................................................................... 24
3.5.2 Small Peer groups to facilitate a better fit............................................................................. 25
3.6 Website ........................................................................................................................................ 26
4. Research model and Hypotheses................................................................................................ 27
4.1 Research model ........................................................................................................................... 32
5. Methodology .............................................................................................................................. 33
5.1 Description of the Research Setting ............................................................................................ 33
5.2 Data collection and sample characteristics .................................................................................. 33
5.3 Measures...................................................................................................................................... 34
6. Data analysis & Results ............................................................................................................. 39
6.1 Validity & Reliability .................................................................................................................. 40
6.2 Testing of hypotheses .................................................................................................................. 41
7. Discussion & Conclusions ......................................................................................................... 46
8. Managerial implications............................................................................................................. 49
9. Limitations and future research.................................................................................................. 53
10. References ................................................................................................................................ 56
10.1 Web sources .............................................................................................................................. 66
Appendix A .................................................................................................................................... 67
Appendix B .................................................................................................................................... 68
Appendix C .................................................................................................................................... 69

ix

1. Introduction
In the nineties of the last century there has been a radical change in information technology. The
Internet took over the place of previous mass media like TV, radio and newspapers. In April of 2009,
Microsoft published a research in which they conclude that the use of internet will take over the first
position as the most important source of information (in press, FOK.nl, ANP, 2009). This resurrection
of a new mass medium, the Internet, has opened up opportunities in almost every industry. One of
these opportunities is the possibility to easily and instant exchange information with different people
from all over the world.
Building on this capability of information exchange, virtual communities have come into existence.
Virtual communities are groups of people who have a shared purpose, interact to satisfy certain
needs, participate voluntary, and share information and ideas through the mediation of computer
technology. By doing so, the participants contribute to the sustainable development of a community.
Virtual communities have changed passive readers into active contributors of content in the online
forums or social network websites. A Universal McCann (2008) survey reports that over 60% of the
1.4 billion Internet users worldwide (see figure A1 in appendix A) leave a comment on a web log
from time to time. If they write on web logs, 28% gives opinions on products and brands. “Never
before we where exposed to so many information and opinions of complete strangers, without them
being some kind of celebrities”. Therefore one has to rethink the way that influence is distributed
throughout a network and how people try to get to the best relevant information. The role and nature
of business-to-consumer as well as consumer-to-consumer communication has to be reconsidered
(Universal McCann, 2008) and one of these new roles is for example keeping a consumer attached to
an organization by means of an active virtual community.
Managing such a virtual community nevertheless seems to be a serious challenge (Sangwan,
2005). Although there has been commercial success (Facebook, Smart Force), there is concluded that
virtual communities are not automatically sustainable, since many of these virtual communities are
underutilized or even abandoned completely (Schepers et al., 2008; Sangwan, 2005; Tiwana & Bush,
2005). For example, according to the blog- search engine Technorati, there are 133 million web logs
(some sort of virtual communities) worldwide and only 1.1 percent is kept up-to-date weekly (in
press, NRC Next, 2009). However some sources (see also in press, NRC Next, 2009) claim an active
web log percentage of 10%, then still an impressive 90% is abandoned. Also online forums (another
sort of virtual communities) face the same challenge to counteract the underutilization and
abandonment (vrouwenonline.nl, ikki.nl, flametree.nl, friendsonline.nl, and aeseclopedia.org (all
2009), and many more). In sum, a key factor for success is to generate repeat visits and member
participation in order to create a community that offers value, both to its users as well as to its
facilitators (Langerak, Verhoef, Verlegh & de Valck, 2003).
Previous research in this field has mainly studied virtual communities in an organizational context
with a focus on exchanging existing knowledge within an organization to improve organizational
performance (Boland & Tenkasi, 1995; Brown & Duguid, 1991; Grant, 1996; Lesser & Storck, 2001;
Meeuwesen & Berends, 2007; Schenkel & Teigland, 2008; Wenger & Snyder, 2000; McLure Wasko
& Faraj, 2000; op den Kamp, 2009). The issue of knowledge spreading outside the boundaries of an
organization via virtual communities has received very little attention in prior research (Tiwana and
Bush, 2005). In this study is shown how to build and sustain effective computer-mediated social
network systems (i.e. virtual communities) that help users locate and communicate with
knowledgeable people in whatever field of interest outside any physical boundaries, and by doing so
keep them interested and subsequently generate repeated visits. In order to do so, key factors for the
continuance of the virtual community will be evaluated. From prior research several drivers to
participate within virtual communities are identified. In the literature review of this study an overview
is presented.
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In the empirical part of this study, a new variable (similarity-to-peers) which could affect the intention
to participate within a virtual community will be proposed.
From analyzing social networking sites (LinkedIn, Facebook.com & Hyves.nl) one can see
that there is a development towards formation of groups (for instance: LinkedInHRnl, 2009),
focussing on certain topic areas. One can see that people with, for instance, the same background in a
certain discipline come together in the same group. This development suggests that it is valuable to
join a group with a similar background on a certain topic. In previous literature was further shown that
perceived similarity is typically highly predictive for attraction and relationship satisfaction in
interpersonal contexts in the real world and it even is used to supplement models of informational
systems adoption (e.g. similarity between user and online shopping assistant) (Al-Natour, Benbasat &
Centifelli, 2006). Being similar to others leads to cohesion and solidarity (Baker & Ward, 2002;
Burke 1996). With increased solidarity, people may display altruism by freely sharing their
knowledge with others (Ardichvili, Page & Wentling, 2003; MacDonald, 1996; Gintis, Bowles, Boyd
& Fehr, 2003). Altruism often increases participation (Butler et al., 2002), which helps the total
informational value of the community to further increase (Jukic, Kravitz, Jukic & Tekleab, 2009).
This makes the community even more attractive to 'newbies' (Mathwick, Wiertz & de Ruyter, 2008).
Hence, in this study, similarity-to-peers is introduced as a driver of community value and participation
(actively, continuously and passively).
Therefore in this study there will be questioned whether this new variable, which could
predict (an increase in) participation behaviour within virtual communities, similarity-to-peers, is
influencing enough to state that it actually influences participation behaviour within a virtual
community. Similarity-to-peers has received attention in several different fields the last few years and
was defined as the similarity between two entities using the same virtual community. This study
proposes that the intention to participate of a user within virtual communities is affected by the
similarity between that user and its peers within that virtual community.
In sum, the main research question is:
What are the effects of similarity-to-peers on participation behavior within a virtual community?
The research is divided into two different phases, a qualitative phase (1) and a quantitative phase (2).
In the qualitative phase, based on the literature Virtual communities will be evaluated as well as the
drivers to participate in a virtual community. This phase will also provide a scientific fundament for
the 2nd phase in which empirically is tested what the effect is of similarity-to-peers on participation
behavior.
Structure of this report
The structure of the report will be as presented in figure 1 on the next page. In this report first a
research proposal is presented and subsequently an extensive literature review is presented. In this
literature study is the concept of virtual communities in general discussed in order to provide
sufficient background knowledge on this topic. Additionally, the presumed effects of similarity to
peers on community participation behavior and other closely related participation drivers or
moderators are discussed. Subsequently a proposition of a conceptualization of the effects of
similarity-to-peers on virtual community participation by means of a discussion of the hypothesized
effects of 5 different drivers on community participation is presented. Then the research methodology
is described and the results of the survey in which the hypothesis are empirically tested, will be
presented. In the last chapter a discussion on the theoretical and managerial implications in general as
well as for the Dialogues Incubator in particular is presented. Additionally a tool is presented which
could help the Dialogues Incubator to decide whether a virtual community is useful for a project or
whether the investment is not worth making.
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Introduction
(Chapter1)

Research Methodology (Chapter 5)

Background & Project
proposal (Chapter2)
Data collection & Results (Chapter 6)
Investigate the concept of
virtual communities
(Chapter3 )

Identification of possible
drivers for expertise-sharing
network use from literature.

Discuss possible effects of similarity on
community participation and other
related constructs on relations that are
identified in the literature. (Chapter 3)

Propose conceptualization
of the effects of similarity
on community participation
and its predecessors
(Chapter 4)

Conclusions & Discussions (Chapter 7)

Managerial implications (Chapter 8)

Identification of
measurement items for the
constructs

Limitations and suggestions for future
research (Chapter 9)

Theoretical model and
hypothesis development
(Chapter 4)

Phase 1; qualitative || Goal: Literature review & model development

Phase 2; quantitative || Goal: Empirical model testing

Figure 1: Structure of this report and overview of research approach.

3

2. Background information
This is research done within the context of a company, called Dialogues Incubator. The dialogues
incubator is a 100 percent subsidiary of the Dutch bank ABN AMRO.

2.1 Context & Company description
During the past few years ABN AMRO had a very turbulent period. Although all these developments
did not remain unnoticed by the employees, in practice the Dutch part of ABN AMRO kept on doing
business as usual all the time. Thus also within Business Unit Netherlands (BU-NL), the operations
continued as usual.
BU-NL serves her private and business clients via a network of bank shops, advisory offices,
MKB-units and Corporate Client Units with a total of 21.900 FTE’s. Besides that, the BU-NL serves
her clients using ATM’s, call centers, internet banking and mobile banking. Two years ago, BU-NL
initiated to set up a new department, called the Dialogues Incubator. The original idea was to come up
with a department that tries to think outside the regular ABN AMRO boundaries in order to find new
business potentials for in or outside ABN AMRO.
The Dialogues Incubator department, located in Amsterdam focuses on radical and open innovations
through making better use (in and outside ABN AMRO) of the intellectual capital which is available
within ABN AMRO. In the Incubator the employees work with the “Incubator funnel” or innovative
funnel. New and renewed ideas from in and outside ABN AMRO are collected and when tested and
approved on feasibility, the ideas are further developed. Following a set of criteria one decides
whether to build a business plan or not. When approved, usually a project team will be formed that
will try to further develop the concept all the way to the realization phase. On pre set times, the
progress of a certain project will be evaluated, (if needed) reorganized or if necessary, even
terminated. The whole approach is usually characterized by identifying opportunities, analyze them,
dare to pursue them and actually perform the actions to make it happen. By taking an outside-in
perspective and to collaborate with for example other innovation platforms (or departments) and the
department Sustainability within ABN AMRO, the incubator makes sure that the feasible rated
projects will eventually indeed be successful.
Within the Dialogues Incubator approximately 30 different innovation projects are somewhere in the
innovation funnel at this very moment. Most of them are in the conceptual phase. Other projects like
Familiekompas, Associates.nl, Brightbox (spin off), MKBnext (spin off), MyGoodWorks and Artstart
are somewhat further (some have already gone life) and all have one of their core competences in
common. They all have one thing in common; they all use an online platform to bring people together
to facilitate the exchange of knowledge. Forums, social networks and various other applications are
used to be able to facilitate the existence what are called virtual communities (VC’s) in which people
communicate different ideas or best practices with each other or where they promote or demand for
specific skills. From the point of view of the Dialogues Incubator it is very interesting to have a good
approach to tackle early abandonment of these virtual communities since these communities being
active form an important part of the value proposition of the innovative initiatives.
For the Dialogues Incubator projects, the online communities usually are dedicated to finding
solutions, exchanging best practices, exchanging knowledge and building expertise while forging,
more or less meaningful, social relationships. All this is to be accomplished trough textual
conversations using computer-mediated communication over the Internet. Research has shown that
such virtual communities generate new forms of social capital (i.e. features of social organization
such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual
benefit; Blanchard & Horan, 2000) that supplement those based on local, physical communities
(Mathwick et al., 2007). Actually the primary reason for the Dialogues Incubator to facilitate the
virtual communities to come into existence on the sites of its initiatives is peer-to-peer (P2P) problem
solving activities related to (consumption) experiences of any type (Mathwick et al, 2007).

4

2.2 Focus of prior research
The impact of the rise of the internet and subsequently the rise of on line communities caused a
fundamental change in the way people source and share information. Today, everybody can be
influence able (and being influenced from) far outside their immediate social environment (Universal
McCann, 2008). Earlier most of the information we shared within a social group, stayed within that
group. Today experiences, opinions and information are shared worldwide. Users have moved from
passive readers or consumers to active creators of content and active participators in the online forums
or social network websites. Considering this shift, the rise of the internet and subsequently the rise of
the VC’s, it is not surprising that explaining the acceptance of information systems, and online
applications such as VC’s or in general, have been a popular research topic in the past decade. The
relationships and fundamentals of consumer experience (this experience should lead to repeated visits
and active participation) within virtual communities and networks of (best)-practices have, however,
been investigated mainly in an organizational context with a focus on exchanging existing knowledge
within an organization to improve organizational performance (Boland & Tenkasi, 1995; Brown &
Duguid, 1991; Grant, 1996; Lesser & Storck, 2001; Meeuwesen & Berends, 2007; Schenkel &
Teigland, 2008; Wenger & Snyder, 2000; McLure Wasko & Faraj, 2000; op den Kamp, 2009). The
relations in public virtual expertise/ knowledge -sharing communities did not get a lot of attention.
“Many stories are known of such expertise-sharing networks that languish from under-use and
abandonment abound and the issue of continuance has received very little attention in prior research”
(Tiwana and Bush, 2005). And that thus while, despite the extensive growth and use of online
networks, expertise-sharing networks face an early abandonment before any observable returns where
harvested from the investments (Alavi, 1997; Brazelton & Gorry, 2003; both from Tiwana & Bush,
2005). Apparently, just the implementation of a fine application does not automatically lead to an
infinite use of that application. Keeping a virtual community alive seems to be a serious challenge.

2.3 Focus of this research
Repeated visits and member participation start with the adoption of the VC’s. The underlying
rationale for the effects of a consumer’s believe of a virtual community is provided by the Theory of
Reasoned Action (TRA) of Azjen & Fishbein (1980), which states that ones believe leads to an
(positive or negative) attitude, which leads to the corresponding behavioral intentions, which leads to
the actual behavior (McKnight et al., 2002), which could for instance be the actual participation
within a virtual community. In this research this theory is considered to be a reliable fundament to
predict the adoption of applications on the World Wide Web (based on the findings of Lederer et al.,
2000) and helps understanding the antecedents of user’s decision to revisit virtual communities and by
doing that adopting the technology. After adopting, the participants have to continue using the
technology which usually happens when they perceive value from the participation in the virtual
community such as the satisfaction of their day-to-day interests thanks to the cooperation within their
shared environment (Baker & Ward, 2002). People form themselves into communities because their
satisfaction out of shared interests requires co-operative efforts. Especially in the field of virtual
communities continuing to participate is important, since the value of a virtual community (inferring
the findings of Granovetter for a virtual community) depends highly on the amount of members of
that virtual community (Granovetter, 1973 & 2005).
In this study the mentioned TRA rationale is applied to an understudied form of virtual communities;
the expertise/ knowledge –sharing networks in which the communication among participants is the
most important value creator. Understanding the development of (this form of) virtual communities
could provide insights in how to build a foundation for facilitating collaboration and learning among
individuals separated by physical distance and organizational boundaries (Koh J, Y. Kim, B. Butler &
G. Bock, 2007). This understanding will be provided by means of an extensive literature review on
potential drivers to participate within virtual communities. Subsequently since the similarity-to-peers
variable seems to create value (Al-Natour et al., 2006; Baker & Ward, 2002; Burke, 1996; Web
source 13, 2009), an empirical study will be presented in order to test the effects of similarity-to-peers
on the perception of others in the virtual community, the perceived value of the community as a whole
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and eventually the effects on the intention to participate (passively, actively and continuously) within
a virtual community. There is in fact tested whether the similarity-to-peers construct could be added
to the list of drivers identified from literature. This makes the objective of this study is twofold. On
one hand is tried to get a good overview of the possible drivers of virtual community participation
within public communities on the World Wide Web. These drivers are needed in order to identify how
to stimulate member-member interactions. Through increased member-member interaction (i.e.
communication) and participation within virtual communities, users become more and more
embedded within the virtual community. The process of becoming more embedded turns users into
members, members into contributors, contributors into champions who are spreading the word within
the virtual world (Rothaermel & Sugiyama, 2001) and finally keep the virtual community alive.
Secondly, this study aims for identifying the effects of similarity-to-peers on participation behaviour
in such virtual environments. By identifying the effects of similarity-to-peers, this research can be a
first step in showing the potential of (anonym or not-anonym) peer-to-peer profile comparison and
selection within virtual communities. Furthermore a new predictor for an increase in the intention to
participate (actively, passively and continuously) within virtual communities could be found with the
mentioned advantages (increased VC value) as a result. The empirical analysis of the effects of
similarity-to-peers contributes to the understanding of the possible effects this factor has on
participation behaviour, which can be associated with the overall success of the virtual community
itself. All this led to the formulation of the specific research questions as presented in paragraph 2.4.

2.4 Research questions
Four elements (and therefore four research questions) can be distillated that need to be answered in
order to come to clear recommendations and conclusions regarding the effects of similarity-to-peers
on participation behavior in virtual communities. The first research question is logically concerning
the current state of any general virtual community in terms of perceived benefits. Thus, what is a
virtual community and what is the current value of virtual communities and how can it be influenced?
Hence research question 1 is formulated as follows;
RQ 1) what is a virtual community?
a) What is the definition of a virtual community?
b) What are (dis-)advantages of a virtual community?
c) What are the known drivers to participate in a virtual community?
d) What are results of hosting a virtual community?
The second and the third research question are based on the suggestion to facilitate a peer comparison
application in order to increase the potential value of a virtual community en subsequently increase
the overall intention to participate within a community. As stated before, within certain social
networking environments being member of a group with people who all have something in common
with each other seems to generate some sort of value. Therefore it is interesting to understand the
nature of this value creation and to question whether similarity-to-peers can somehow be used to
increase community participation directly, or what effect the variable has on already known drivers
for community participation. It can very well be that similarity-to-peers does not have a direct effect
on participation behavior but that it has an indirect effect through already known drivers of the
intention to participate such as perceived expertise of peers, trust, informational and social value.
Furthermore it is very well possible that the degree of similarity is subject to affect the proposed
relation. This leads to the following research questions.
RQ 2) what are the effects of similarity-to-peers on the perceived virtual community value
(informational and social), the perception of the other users within the virtual community and
subsequently on the participation behavior?
RQ 3) what are the direct effects of similarity-to-peers on participation behavior within a virtual
community?
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The effects of similarity-to-peers on perceived value and participation behavior can depend on
whether there is anonym situation, as well as the sensitivity of the information that is exchanged
(sensitive information can even be the topic of the particular virtual community). If these elements
(non anonymity in combination with sensitive information) are present within a virtual community,
they provide the possibility to other users to perform opportunistic behavior and to take advantage of
the situation. This can have an effect on the beliefs that the other party will refrain from opportunistic
behavior and will not take advantage of the situation. Therefore it will be tested whether these
elements have an effect on the intention to participate within a virtual community and subsequently an
answer to research question 4 is required.
RQ 4) what are the effects of anonymity and sensitivity of information on the relationships between
similarity-to-peers and participation behavior?
In the next chapter, an answer to research question 1 will be revealed by means of an extensive
literature review. The chapters afterwards will have a focus on the empirical part in which an answer
to research questions 2, 3 and 4 will be investigated.
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3. Literature Review
In this chapter an extensive and detailed literature study on the theories concerning virtual
communities, (computer-mediated) communication, knowledge-sharing, what a participant drives to
act within a virtual community, continuance of use of virtual communities and the theories related to
the possible effects of similarity-to-peers within (virtual) communities will be presented, starting with
the definition of virtual communities. In other words; a complete picture of virtual communities is
made explicit.

3.1 Virtual Communities
The term ‘community’ comes from the Latin word ‘communitas’ and is a broad term for fellowship or
organized society. In Biology terms a community is a group of interacting organisms sharing an
environment. Since the rise of the Internet, the concept of community has no longer geographical
limitations, since people can now virtually gather in an online environment (i.e. virtual community)
and share information and common interests regardless of the physical location (Web source 5, 2009).
Most people agree intuitively on what a virtual community is, nevertheless is this merging of
technology and social structures very complex to describe (Klang & Olsson, 1999). The online
communities which Rheingold in 1993 already mentioned are called ‘virtual communities’ (VC’s) and
where defined as “groups of people who may, or may not, meet one and other face to face, and who
exchange words and ideas through the mediation of computer bulletin boards and networks” (Wang,
Yu & Fesenmaier, 2002). In the years after 1993, when this definition was first published, it was
widely discussed. Mostly because Rheingold’s definition did not deal with the fact that there usually
is some sort of mutual base on which participants are triggered to join and to interact within the
virtual community. Therefore in this study the definition is extended with the elements that virtual
communities serve a shared purpose, and that interacting with other participants of a virtual
community satisfies certain needs, for both sides of the interaction (Preece, 2000). Furthermore is
added that a virtual community can be a group of any size (Rothaermel & Siguyama, 2001) which,
contrary to regular communities, do not have to reside in the same area (McLure Wasko & Faraj,
2000). In this research a combination of these three perspectives (Rheingold, 1993; McLure Wasko &
Faraj, 2000; Preece, 2000) is used as the definition of virtual communities. This led to the following
definition of a virtual community.
Virtual communities are groups of people who have a shared purpose, interact to satisfy certain
needs, participate voluntary, and share information and ideas through the mediation of computer
technology. By doing so, the participants contribute to the sustainable development of a community.
There can be remarked that when the term “virtual community” is defined like above, it is
somehow a collective term, since forums, web logs, social networking sites, trading sites,
communities-of-practice, knowledge/ expertise -sharing communities and co-creation communities
are all some instance of the given definition of virtual communities.
With this extension to the definition of Rheingold, there is united with several definitions which
are mentioned in such virtual communities, such as “an online community is a virtual place where
people with common characteristics come together online on a regular base, in order to help each
other directly or indirectly to accomplish what they are aiming for by means of sharing information
and ideas. By doing so the participants contribute to the sustainable development of a community” (in
press, marketingportaal.nl, 2009).

3.1.1 Different kinds of virtual communities
Virtual communities can differ basically in three dimensions; origin, purpose and technique. Instances
of virtual communities with the same origin, technique and purpose can further have different main
topics and revenue models. Therefore is stated that virtual communities can differ in 3+2 dimensions.
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Although many virtual communities are cross fertilizations of different combinations of these origins,
techniques and purposes most of them can be plotted somewhere in these three dimensions. In the
following subparagraphs these three dimensions are explained separately. The fourth and fifth
‘dimensions’, respectively topic and revenue models, are not classified as dimensions but rather as
other instances of the same kind of community. Examples of the same kind of communities with
different topics can be found within the commercial (origin) (co-creation) discussion board
(technique) and expertise/knowledge sharing (purpose) communities. For example, at My-Starbucksidea (topic: Starbucks products and services) and KLM Club Africa (topic: flying and undertaking in
Africa). These virtual communities are both instances of the same kind of community (origin:
commercial; technique: (co-creation) discussion board, and purpose: expertise/knowledge sharing).
For revenue models the same story holds. Trading sites can gain from advertisement or for example
transaction commissions. In the next subparagraphs a structural overview is presented.

3.1.1.1 Different origins of communities
The origin, or establishment, of virtual communities can be either member initiated or organization
sponsored (see figure 2) (Porter, 2004). Member initiated communities can have a social or a
professional relationship (Porter, 2004). Organization-sponsored communities are communities that
are sponsored either by commercial, governmental or non- profit organizations. According to Porter
(2004) and consistent with other studies, the member initiated communities can have a social
relationship character (Facebook.com) and a professional relationship character (communities of
practice or LinkedIn). Within the organization-sponsored communities, the relationship orientation is
either commercial (for instance: trade; eBay), governmental (for instance congregation website) or
non-profit (forums; Web sources 14 & 15). Although some organization-sponsored virtual
communities have a non-profit relationship orientation, it does not mean that they do not make any
profit facilitating the virtual community. It is just that they initially do not make profit out of the
communication with and among participants (i.e. no subscription fees and no usage fees), but, for
instance, the advertisement commissions can make facilitating the virtual community very profitable
(Web source 14). The difference in origin is important since the relationship orientation within the
virtual community is partly determined by its origin.
Virtual communities

Member-initiated

Social

Organization-sponsored

Professional

Commercial

Non-profit

Government

Different origins of virtual communities
Figure 2: Different origins of virtual communities, Porter (2004)

3.1.1.2 Different purposes of communities
Virtual communities can further be separated into four different purposes; (1) sharing resources,
knowledge and information, (2) establishing relationships and social interactions, with people with
similar interests, problems and experiences, (3) living fantasies (thanks to virtual communities
members can live fantasy lives on the net; i.e. the virtual world of “2nd Life”) and (4) trading (Hagel &
Armstrong, 1997, in Flavián & Guinalíu, 2005). These different purposes of the communities have
eventually an effect on the culture within a community and again as well on the way the participants
communicate and relate to one and other (Jansen et al., 2007). Virtual communities can have one, or a
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combination of, these purposes. For instance, Wikipedia’s purpose is sharing information, while the
purposes for MySpace are sharing resources and establishing friendships (Lai & Turban 2008 in op
den Kamp, 2009). And for example co-creation communities (see op den Kamp, 2009) can be seen as
a combination of purposes (1) & (2). Another example is the use of the social networking site,
LinkedIn.com. LinkedIn is in essence a social networking site, but when people start to share their
professional skills and ideas about each other’s businesses the purpose of the community changes to a
combination of social networking and sharing expertise/knowledge with contacts. All virtual
communities can be assigned to at least one of the four different community purposes (see figure 3 for
examples). The living fantasy (3) purpose of communities is considered as not relevant for this study
since this purpose just appears in entertainment driven formats (Armstrong & Hagel, 1995), which is
out of the scope of this research. Therefore purpose 3 is eliminated from figure 3.
Concluding can be remarked that a community can address multiple purposes at the same
time, but to be able to see what kind of functionalities a community can have, it is important to
recognize these three different purposes. In figure 3 the different purposes are presented together with
some examples of different communities using different techniques for communication (see paragraph
3.1.1.3). The dotted lines indicate “can be” relationships. The straight lines indicate “must be”
relationships. From figure 3 can be seen that exchanging expertise, knowledge and information is a
purpose that is facilitated by different sorts of virtual communities.
Expertise, knowledge and information-sharing communities (i.e. information-sharing communities)
Since virtual community members mainly share information (Rothaermel & Sugiyama, 2001), the
“sharing expertise, knowledge and information” purpose takes an important place in the virtual
community field. An information-sharing community is defined as an information system that allows
dispersed individuals to both locate and share individually held information (Tiwana & Bush, 2005).
A fundamental advantage of such an information system is that it provides the possibility to exchange
diverse and rather new information among individuals that might not previously know each other
(Tiwana & Bush, 2005). Such an information system makes it easier to leverage the slivered
information since it addresses two main problems. First it helps to locate the information needed and
find out “who knows what I need to know”, and secondly it facilitates the actual sharing of that
information (Tiwana & Bush, 2005). These kinds of virtual communities can be used in two different
contexts. First they can be used within so called communities-of-practice or a more closed community
(i.e. virtual communities in which participant need to suffice some requirements, for instance;
working within a certain company). Secondly they can be used in a more open environment, for
instance a forum about computers, raising kids or some sort of science on the World Wide Web or for
co-creation applications (i.e. thus when the community is accessible for everybody who is interested).
This online information sharing furthermore seems to contain a social dimension that motivates
socially rich, one-to-one communication (Rothaermel & Sugiyama, 2001).
Purposes of Virtual
communities

Purposes

Expertise/
knowledge-sharing

Co-creation discussion boards

Some sorts and
corresponding
examples

PSP Plus
|| Apple
Dell
KLM
ABN AMRO Blackboard
Nokia
LEGO
Mattel
Harley Davidson
My-Starbucks-Idea

Social networking/
interaction

General Forums/
Discussion boards
Tweakers.net
Dieetforum.nl
FOKforum.nl
The Well
Aeseclopedia.nl
Oudersonline.nl
Lotgenoten.nl
FriendsOnline.nl

Social networking sites
Hyves
Facebook
MySpace
LinkedIn
Ikki.nl

Trading

Trade sites
eBay
Trade me
Marktplaats.nl
Amazon.com

Relevant different purposes of virtual communities

Figure 3: Purposes of virtual communities. Based on the four purposes described by Hagel & Armstrong (1997).
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3.1.1.3 Different techniques to establish virtual communities
Besides with different origins and purposes, virtual communities can occur thanks to different
techniques based on different information technologies all used to achieve one or more of the
purposes mentioned by Hagel & Armstrong (1997). The members of virtual communities interact
through simple text based systems such as e-mail, listservs, USENET (Preece, 2001) (nowadays used
for web logs and forums; i.e. discussion boards based on Bulletin Board Systems (BBS)), Elgg
(Bryant, 2006) or more elaborate text based environments like MUD’s (multi-user domains/
dungeons; Rheingold, 1993, Preece, 2001; for instance; Second Life or World of Warcraft) and instant
messaging systems such as ICQ and MSN Messenger are also available. Moreover Wiki software,
Voice over IP, and Webstore applications are available techniques for establishing different kinds of
virtual communities. Wiki software is used for building sites with a web application that allows
everyone to collaboratively write and edit online documents (Bryant, 2006). Voice over IP is a
technology that can be used for instant messaging, where a user’s voice is converted into a digital
signal which is transmitted (i.e. Skype) (Varshney, Snow, McGivern & Howard, 2002). The WebLang
language is used to create the sales part of a web-store (Buchwalder & Petitpierre, 2006); discussion
board techniques can be used for the customer interaction part of a web-store as well as facilitating of
general forums. The payment on Web stores is often done by means of payment service providers
(PSP’s like Pay Pal for eBay) using techniques for secured online money transfer.
The techniques are graphically presented in figure 4. In this figure 4, it can be seen that 6
different techniques to provide communities are distinguished here; Private messaging (1), Discussion
boards (2), Web logs (3), Wiki software (4), Instant Messaging/ chat (5) and Web store software (6).
These techniques can be used both for a community that is more open/public and for a closed
community.
In figure 4, examples of different techniques are presented. Examples of possible purposes of
the techniques ‘discussion board’ and ‘instant messaging’ are highlighted. For the other techniques,
similar examples could have been shown. From figure 4 furthermore can be seen that different
techniques can serve one or more different purposes and that the purposes are further divided into
segment based or general. For instance a forum aiming primarily on one topic is considered “segment
based” (for instance computeridee.nl or the co-creation community MyStarbucksidea.com; Web
source 27), a forum can also aim for a more general platform (FOKforum.nl) which is in this research
considered to be “general”.

Virtual community

Private messaging
(e-mail address needed)
(1)

Used for these purposes

Segment based

Discussion Board/
forums (2)

Social interaction

Wiki software (4)

Expertise/ knowledge
-sharing network

General
Segment based

And instances

Web logs (3)
(enhanced by RSS
feeds)

Computeridee.nl
Co-creation sites

General
FOKforum.nl

Figure 4: Different techniques to establish virtual communities
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Dating;
Social
interaction

Instant messaging/
Chat/ VoIP (5)

Professional;
Social
interaction &
Knowledge/
information
sharing

Ikki.nl
LinkedIn.com

Webstore (6)

Friends;
Social
Facebook
MSN
Messenger

3.1.1.4 Revenue models and topics
Besides the three fundamental dimensions of a virtual community, they usually also differ in topic
(i.e. subjects discussed) and revenue models. There is a very wide range of different topics virtual
communities can address (from, for example, computers to pregnancy). The number of revenue
models is more limited. Hagel & Armstrong (1997; in Rothaermel & Sugiyama, 2001) provide five
different revenue models; (1) subscription fees, for example a fixed monthly charge, (2) usage fees,
for example an hourly rate, (3) member fees, for example a rate per megabyte of downloaded
information, (4) advertising commission, for example Google model, and (5) transaction commission,
for example a fixed rate per transaction. Of course there are also non-profit virtual communities.
These can be member initiated (e.g. Clubs) or organization initiated (e.g. communities of practice and
also forums) (Klang & Olsson, 1999).
The latter two revenue models (4 & 5) are argued to be part of the most sustaining business models
for virtual communities since the first three revenue models do neglect the positive network effects of
having more participants (i.e. increased value and subsequently increased intentions to participate
can be further enlarged with increased member-member interaction; Langerak et al., 2003), since
they slow down the growth of and usage of the virtual community (Rothaermel & Sugiyama, 2001).
In the following table (1) some instances of different virtual communities along the different
dimensions are presented.

Virtual Communities

Facebook.com

FOK.nl

Amazon.com

Original relationship orientation

Non-profit

Non-profit

Commercial

Technique

Discussion board

Discussion board/ Webstore

Purpose

Instant messaging/ private
messaging
Social interaction

Knowledge/expertise
sharing

Trading

Topic

Any topic

All actual topics users are
interested in and that are
authorized by the moderator

Originally: Books

Revenue Model

Advertisement

Advertisement

Transaction commission

Virtual communities in 3 + 2 dimensions

Table 1: Three instances of virtual communities plotted in ‘3+2’ matrix; all very successful.

3.2 Communication within virtual communities
Without communication, virtual communities could not exist and therefore providing communication
is here considered to be the most important asset of a virtual community. In the study of de Valck et
al. (2007) the importance of enough and smooth member-to-member communication within a virtual
community is highlighted and even suggested to be a community value driver. More specifically,
members who are more satisfied with the member-to-member interaction might be more likely to use
the community and to spread a positive worth of mouth and might be willing to perform reciprocate
behavior which facilitates the learning from members (de Valck et al., 2007). Furthermore is there the
facilitators’ interest in the community subject. This interest does not only stem from the ability to
influence members’ choices, and to rapidly gain knowledge and perceptions regarding (for instance)
new products, but also from the numerous opportunities to engage, collaborate with, and enhance
customer relationships actively by means of intensive communication (Dholakia et al. 2004). Virtual
communities keep the facilitator in touch with its participants but also keep the participants in touch
with each other and make them be able to share the knowledge they possess.
Within a virtual community four interaction structures within virtual communities can be
defined; interaction between the members (1), interaction between the facilitator and individual
members (2), the interaction of the facilitator with the community as a whole (3) and the site that
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facilitates communication among all entities (4) (de Valck, Langerak, Verhoef & Verlegh, 2007). In
figure 5 these ways to communicate within a virtual community are presented graphically.

Figure 5: Communication lines within a virtual community. Adopted from de Valck et al. (2007)

The importance of the correct amount of media richness
Although these communication lines are usually present within virtual
communities, they still are only computer-mediated media to
communicate. With computer mediated communication the mediarichness decreases dramatically compared with face-to-face interaction
(Song et al., 2007; Robey et al., 2000; Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1998). The
media richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986) proposes that the task
performance (or in this case getting and understanding the right
information quickly) will be improved when task (informational) needs
are matched to a medium’s ability to correctly convey the information
needed (for example, awareness of a common context) (Dennis & Valacich, 1999). The media
richness theory argues that the amount of richness needed depends on whether the situation is more
uncertain or that more equivocality is present. Situations of high equivocality require higher media
richness. In contrast, situations with high uncertainty need a lower media rich medium. Richer media
are those with (1) greater language variety (ability to convey natural language rather than numerical
facts), (2) a greater multiplicity of cues (the number of ways in which information could be
communicated such as tone of voice, facial expressions and body language), (3) a greater
personalization (ability to personalize a message for example according to one’s standards) and (4)
more rapid feedback (Dennis & Valacich, 1999; Luxemburg & Ulijn, 2002). These 4 instances of
richer media all help to create a greater context awareness around the source. This context awareness
comes into existence by increasing the awareness of a the (common) context with other people
(Richter & Koch, 2008). Due to the limited context awareness that can be generated with just
computer mediated communication, the participant’s experience is subject to rustle and
misinterpretation (Robey, 2000). Thanks to the limited amount of social cues of computer-mediated
communication even a lack of trust can occur since interpersonal cues play an important role in the
perceived trustworthiness in face-to-face interaction but some of these cues are lost when are
mediated (“to ensure high levels of trust in computer-mediated communication, video (i.e. high media
rich communication) is the best representation”; Riegelsberger, Sasse & McCarty, 2005). Within
public virtual communities, considering the anonymity and the (potential) amount of different users,
this effect will only be augmented. The performance of information exchange by means of a virtual
community will be enhanced when capabilities of the medium are aligned with the process of
knowledge exchange (i.e. theory of media synchronity, Dennis & Valacich, 1999).
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3.3 Organization-level of value proposition of virtual communities
After having defined what a virtual community is and how, what and to whom is communicated
within such virtual environments, in the this and the next paragraphs the value proposition of a virtual
community for an organizer as well as for users (paragraph 3.4) is identified. Where users of a virtual
community can have many different reasons to join a community, companies can have many different
reasons to launch them. For example, to get in touch with their customers, getting insights in what
customers want to have improved of a certain product or service and to show its customers that they
are heard (image building). Furthermore also the “linking value” of a community can generate new
insights of the possible improvements to products, the website or the service a company provides
(Cova, 1997). Thus, not only the communication from customer to company, but also the discussions
between customers can generate value for the company. For example, in the case of a web store as a
core business (e.g. Amazon.com) (Web source 26), for instance the content of the product information
provided can be managed in a more satisfying way when using the users’ input. This input could have
been developed for instance after discussing about topic in a virtual community application on the site
of the web store. Besides linking value, the benefits of communities found trough academic research
are numerous, such as problem solving, generating new lines of business, promotion and spreading of
best-practices, development of professional skills of its members, supporting organizational
innovations, facilitating the transfer of tacit knowledge (internally) (Hislop, 2005; Wenger & Snyder,
2000; Roberts, 2006), facilitating the exchange of tacit knowledge as a core business (Web source 14,
15 & 16) and supporting innovations in general. However all these benefits are widely applicable,
most of the benefits are however usually found in research that is mainly focused on a professional
environment with exception of those focusing on companies that want to facilitate that consumers
help each other (forums), rather then that they come up with innovative ideas for the company itself.

3.4 Individual-level value proposition of virtual communities
The intention for interaction (i.e. participation) in virtual communities is determined by the users’
expectation of various benefits that he/ she thinks to attain from this interaction within these virtual
communities (Dholakia et al. 2004). The initial participation from the periphery (i.e. not core of the
community, see figure 9a) is essential to generate social interactions within the practices of a
community (Lave & Wenger, 1991) and thus form a fundament for the individual-level value
proposition of the virtual community.

Figure 6a: Core (blue) and periphery(green) of a network. (Web source 23)

Figure 6b: A weaver. (Web source 22)

The core and a periphery in a community emerge after many years of network weaving by multiple
hubs. Weaving is connecting two people you know to each other (see figure 6b). The network core in
figure 6a (blue dots) contains the key community members, including many who are network
weavers, and have developed strong ties between themselves. The periphery of the network in figure
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6a contains nodes (all green dots) that are usually tied to the core by means of looser ties. These green
dots are for example those who are new to the community and are working to get to the core, those
who form the bridges to other communities somewhere else or it are those who are the unique
resources that operate outside of the community, and may span many communities (Krebs & Holley,
2006).
The world is full of imperfectly shared information and ideas. The periphery allows members to reach
ideas and information which are not currently available in our own network, through so called
‘brokers’ (Krebs & Holley, 2006; Lin, Cook & Burt, 2001). The core of a community allows us to act
on those ideas and information. The periphery is the open, porous boundary of the community
network. It is where new members and ideas come and go. One could see it like this: the periphery
monitors the environment, while the core implements what is discovered and deemed useful (Krebs &
Holly, 2006).
A more distanced view on how networks knit together is shown in figure 7.

Figure 7: A picture of multiple networks knit together. (Web Source 23)

In this paragraph 3.4 the drivers for initial participation (concrete instances of a positive believe which
should lead to adoption) as well as continuance of participation will be identified (i.e. becoming a
member of the periphery of the community). Further are the possible effects of similarity to peers on
the perception of others and the on the perception of the community as a whole in a virtual
community discussed in paragraph 3.5.

3.4.1 Drivers to participate within virtual communities
A main conclusion of many theorists is that people do not just constitute a community out of the blue,
even if they do reside in the same area. What does happen is that people come together and create
communities because the satisfactions of many of their day-to-day interests depend directly upon their
cooperation within their shared environment (Baker & Ward, 2002). The way this cooperation and
potential satisfaction is facilitated or how the potential satisfaction of the virtual community is
promoted can determine the success of a virtual community. In this paragraph the important instances
of potential satisfaction (i.e. drivers) mentioned in previous research are summarized in order to give
an overview of the possibilities virtual community organizers have to stimulate participation within
the community.
Initial adoption
The drivers to initially participate within a virtual community are evaluated using the technology
adoption literature, since the act of revisiting a community is actually adopting the provided virtual
community technology. In previous research several models for technology adoption have been
evaluated considering virtual environments. Davis (1989) has shown that the Technology Acceptance
Model (TAM) can explain the acceptance of information technology (Lederer, Maupin, Sena &
Zhuang, 2000). The TAM is based on the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) of Azjen & Fishbein
(1980). The underlying rationale for the effects of a consumer’s believe of a virtual community is
provided by this TRA, which states that ones believe leads to an (positive) attitude, which leads to
behavioral intentions, which eventually leads to the actual behavior (McKnight et al., 2002). Davis
(1989) showed that perceived usefulness and ease of use lead to the beliefs that eventually lead to IT
acceptance (TRA). The TAM is considered to also be a reliable fundament to predict the adoption of
applications on the World Wide Web (Lederer et al., 2000) and that this theory helps understanding
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the antecedents of user’s decision to revisit virtual communities and by doing that adopting the
technology. This directly implies that it is important that a virtual community is initially easy to use
and that it should serve a need well in such a way that it is perceived as useful (for example: providing
high valuable information) which is consistent with the findings of Mathwick et al. (2008).
Sustainable adoption
However, to stimulate the continuance of the participation of an individual within a virtual
community, there is needed more than just perceived usefulness and ease of use. The virtual
community actually has to create value by itself. Once people form themselves into communities
because their satisfaction of shared interests requires co-operative efforts, additional interests arise
thanks to the dynamics of the community they have created. This, in turn, reinforces the shared
interests and creates new ones, and encourages further co-operation (Baker & Ward, 2002). Then the
availability of high valuable information (Mathwick et al., 2008; Lederer et al., 2000), mutual trust
(Ridings, Gefen & Arzine, 2002) and the social capital (Mathwick et al., 2008) are main drivers to
continue participating within a virtual community. Since indicating these participation drivers are on
quiet high abstraction level and thus provide no direction to concrete solutions, in the sequence of this
paragraph instances of concrete solutions providing these values are discussed.
In order to have a sustainable virtual community, one wants to sustain activities within this
community. For instance, active social behavior sustains these groups over time (Butler et al., 2002).
Four kinds of social behavior are stated that needs to be present according to Butler et al. (2002). (1)
There must be some acquisition of new members at least till a minimum amount, but also later on to
replace leaving users. (2) Users must keep their profile up-to-date and they (3) must manage social
dynamics. Last but not least they (4) must actively participate. Therefore at least a critical amount of
users needs to be supported to perform these activities. In the literature one can find several different
suggestions on how to trigger such behavior, some of them will be discussed in this paragraph.
Drivers in a virtual community are suggested to come from the satisfaction of three basic
needs identified by Sangwan (2005); functional needs (1), contextual needs (2) and emotive needs (3).
These needs are translated in study in more tangible needs; informational value (1), contextual needs
(2) and social value (3). These three basic needs are used as constructs and simultaneously as
guidance to structure the evaluation of the drivers to participate within a virtual community.
In the following figure, possible examples of drivers to participate (actively, passively and
continuously) within a virtual community are given, followed by its related construct (used in the
proposed model in the next chapter) and the definition of this related construct. At the right end of the
table the network specificity of these drivers is indicated since not all drivers are relevant in every
virtual community.
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Figure 8; Overview of drivers to participate

The drivers which are indicated on the left side in figure 8 will be evaluated subsequently. Some of
the drivers can relate to multiple constructs when evaluated differently. Therefore some drivers occur
multiple times in figure 8 as well as in the following evaluation.

3.4.1.1 Informational Value
In their research Dholakia et al. (2004) stated that informational value is a value that the participant
derives from getting and sharing information in the virtual community, and from knowing what
(presumably credible) others think. Virtual community value can come in tangible and intangible
forms (McLure Wasko and Faraj, 2000). Therefore, to evaluate concrete examples of informational
value drivers these two categories are used as a hallstand.

Tangible Returns/ extrinsic motivation related to informational value;
“Better information management”
Tangible returns for electronic communities are defined as; access to useful information and expertise,
answers to specific questions and personal gain. Useful is defined as; actually receiving help when
seeking advice, the help is received quickly and the information provided is perceived valuable
(McLure Wasko & Faraj, 2000). This is consistent with the definition of purposive value used by
Dholakia et al. (2004) and the extrinsic motivations concept of Ryan & Deci (2000). Purposive value
can be created for an information seeker when he/ she can be directly connected to another virtual
community participant who is willing to provide that correct information. Extrinsic motivation is
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based on doing something because it leads to a separable outcome (e.g. joining a community because
it leads to the correct information).
McLure Wasko & Faraj (2000) stated that not less then 21.5% of the users participate in the
community to generate these ‘tangible’ returns and purposive value was found to be a key driver of
participation in network-based virtual communities (Dholakia et al., 2004). Individuals often seek out
media in a goal-directed fashion to fulfill a core set of motivations (Dholakia et al., 2004).
Furthermore community members indicated that the information available using a virtual community
is up-to-date, not available through other sources (i.e. would be impossible to find otherwise and is
thus unique). These electronic communities are considered to be fast and useful, and they are also
excellent sources of expertise, direct from leading experts (McLure Wasko & Faraj, 2000).
Considering the purposive value and the extrinsic motivation concept it is an important task for
facilitators is to match participant’s complementary motive of actually providing the information that
is asked for, with actually making sure that the purposive goals of most participants are achieved
(Dholakia et al., 2004). Concrete examples of tangible returns that are related to informational value
are presented in figure 8. They are categorized in rewards, the nature of information available and
information management, which are discussed here.
Rewards
Monetary or material rewards often stimulate the usage of a virtual community (Mathwick et al.,
2008). A shining example is the website www.innocentive.com (Web source, 17).
The nature of the Information available
It is obvious that in knowledge-sharing communities, knowledge is one of the core assets of the
community. The nature of this knowledge is however determent for the community’s value. In
literature it is widely described that a lot of high quality information, expertise, objective and actually
desired information is a driver for community participation (Granovetter, 2005; Mathwick et al.,
2008; Sangwan, 2005; Dholakia et al., 2004). In order to achieve the presence of these drivers, the
facilitators can make use of content management (by means of moderators) or tools to make peerrating among the members of a virtual community possible. Furthermore showing the contribution
history of a participant is a widely described as a tool to make participant being able to judge about
the information that is provided (Tiwana & Bush, 2000).
In order to create community commitment under Newbies (i.e. new participants of a virtual
community), the informational value provided by the periphery is essential (Mathwick et al. 2008),
implying a critical mass of number of participants as a driver for participation within a virtual
community. The commitment that is eventually created is needed in the desire to maintain community
relationships and it creates a continuing sense of obligation among participant to help others and
therefore stimulates participation (Wasko & Faraj 2005, Constant et al. 1996 in Mathwick et al. 2008).
Information management
Per case of searching for information, different information is needed and the efficiency (i.e. fast to
the relevant information) to come to the right information as well as the satisfaction with the received
information (purposive value) is here described to be a tangible return (as providing the possibility for
better information management of a participant) for virtual community participation (Dholakia et al.,
2004; Mathwick et al., 2008; Kollock & Smith, 1999).

Intangible returns/ intrinsic motivation related to informational value;
“Being able to discuss about high quality information”
Again from McLure Wasko and Faraj (2000) can be found that 19.9% of the users participate in the
community to generate ‘intangible’ returns. Intangible returns are defined as; the intrinsic satisfaction
and self actualization gained from being a member of the virtual community. Intrinsic returns occur
when one is moved to act (in this case helping others by sharing information) for fun or for the
challenge entailed (Ryan & Deci, 2000). These returns where found in forms like; participation is
challenging; it refines thinking and contributes to the development of new insights. Participants
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furthermore feel confident in their expertise when they can help other people to help themselves
(McLure Wasko & Faraj, 2000). Other intangible returns found in literature are; enhance own
learning and self efficacy (Tiwana & Bush, 2000), access to knowledge rather than to static
information and that participants find that answering questions is a challenge, by working to problems
their own thinking is brought to a higher level (McLure Wasko & Faraj, 2000). Examples of
intangible returns that are related to informational value are in this research divided into two
categories; personal and site, which are discussed here.
Personal
Participants who are mainly motivated to share their content by putting recommendations on the
internet like; showing something seen being used by celebrity, discussing the fashion ability of a
product or recommending on a brand that is unknown among a social group, are often called super
influencers (Universal McCann, 2008). Actually those super influencers are people that want to set a
trend and want to be recognized by doing so. Super influencers are, contradictory to less influence
able users, less (de-) motivated by good or bad social experiences. Actually they are the group that
shares less often their bad then their good experiences, which supports the claim that they want to set
trends and that they want to be followed and recognized positively. This driver corresponds with the
community related benefit of Smith & Kollock (1999), sense of efficacy, which refers to the way
people are successful and how they are able to be influence able in their environment by means of
their contributions. Individuals want recognition for their contributions, since recognition is perceived
as prestige and one of the key motivations of individuals’ contributions to the group (Smith &
Kollock, 1999). The social exchange theory suggests that information and expertise are shared in
exchanged for status, respect, compliance and obligation (McLure Wasko & Faraj, 2000). Also a less
self orientated form; self efficacy can be an intrinsic driver to participate (Tiwana & Bush, 2000).
Furthermore an intangible return, self-discovery, was identified from the literature and involves
understanding and deepening salient aspects of one’s self through social interactions. One aspect of
self-discovery is to interact with others so as to obtain access to social resources and facilitate the
attainment of one’s future goals (Dholakia et al., 2004).
Considering all this there can be suggested that increasing the possibility of gaining intangible
returns from a certain virtual community can be facilitated by providing the opportunity to let
participants show what they know and what their expertise is. Think of complete profiles
(LinkedIn.com) or small places for recommendations underneath the posted comments.
Site
Again, per case of searching for returns, different information is needed. The efficiency (i.e. good web
design to get fast to the best intangible returns) to come to the perceived fun or challenge can also be
an intangible return of virtual community participation (fast finding and rating of different movies;
web source 18).

3.4.1.2 Social Value
Participants of virtual communities are usually not just solving a problem or seeking for certain
information, they also use the virtual community as a place to meet other people, find support in
whatever form, establish friendships and get a sense of belongingness; i.e. they attempt to establish
social relationships within a virtual community (Chui et al., 2006). Thus, virtual communities have a
certain social value to provide. Social value through computer-mediated technology is gained by
facilitating interpersonal connectivity and social enhancement and both are seen as significant drivers
of participation in virtual communities (Dholakia et al, 2004). The social value is usually perceived
larger when a virtual community is visited more frequently. Since a frequent use often leads to the
formation of personal and intimate relationships, which results in the social embeddedness of the
individual within the virtual community. Social embeddedness provides a member with strong social
and emotional motivation for active and frequent virtual community participation (Cova, 1997). This
social embeddedness is the base for social capital and eventually even the development of social value
(i.e. social connectivity and enhancement) within the virtual community. Social capital is defined as
the linear sum of the amount of reciprocity, voluntarism/ altruism and social trust (Mathwick et al.,
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2008). There must be remarked that for instance in the study of Sangwan (2005) there is found that
socialization is not desirable in purely knowledge sharing communities. On the other hand
socialization is needed to stimulate altruistic behavior in sharing knowledge. This is a contradictory
and ambiguous situation. Therefore is in the empirical part of this research the effects of social value
on the intention to participate in virtual communities tested in such a way that can be controlled for
the influence of a certain context if necessary. Nevertheless the paradox of social value is remarkable
and here considered to be worthwhile for further analysis.

The paradox of social value
In several articles the authors mention the social value of a virtual network as an important stimulus to
actively participate in virtual communities (Cova, 1997; Mathwick et al., 2008). Social value can be
triggered by binding the community together by transforming self-seeking individuals into members
of a community with shared interests, shared assumptions about social relations and a sense of the
common good (i.e. the willingness to share information rather than keeping it private) (Mathwick et
al., 2008). The heaviest users of the internet however, are the least committed to an on line
community (Wellman et al., 2001) and as indicated in chapter 1, the internet is becoming more
incorporated in our everyday lives such that people keep getting heavier internet users. This actually
leads to a contradictory situation. On one hand, the social value is becoming easier to reach for
everyone since internet is more widely available and thanks to this, people start using internet more,
since social value stimulates active usage. This on the other hand, is exactly what according to
Wellman et al. (2001) also leads to decreasing community commitment, since heavier internet use is
related to less committed to online communities (Wellman et al. 2001) what leads to less perceived
benevolence, what subsequently leads to less trust (Jarvenpaa et al., 1998) and subsequently to less
social capital and less social value (Mathwick et al., 2008).
This paradox can be plausible explained with an underlying rationale. The more one uses online
networks, the more one is connected and involved with exposure to more contact and more
information, which increases the chance to a bad experience (in whatever form; e.g. getting loads of
wrong information and finding it hard to select the valuable information) and therefore decreases the
community commitment (Wellman et al., 2001). In short; if the theory is followed exactly, an increase
in accessibility of social capital which directly leads to an increase in the social value (Mathwick et
al., 2008), but indirectly leads to a decrease of this social value when referring to the theory of
Wellman (2001). Therefore is concluded that an increase in social value is not generated by just
having more and frequenter users but that this construct is driven by a more complex combination of
different factors all related to having access to social interaction and personal uses.
Access to social interaction
Social capital and civic engagement will increase when virtual communities develop around
physically based communities (i.e. real life communities) and when these virtual communities foster
additional communities of interest (Blanchard and Horan, 1998). This implies that the interpersonal
connectivity can already have come into existence in the real world. Pre-existing social ties can be an
important starting point for social value created by virtual communities. Furthermore a substantial
amount of community activity is driven to maintain contact with family and friends, i.e. preexisting
social ties (Kraut, Mukhopadhyay, Szczypula, Kiesler & Scherlis, 1999; Wellman et al., 2001; in
press, Emerce, 2009). Knowledge-based trust occurs primarily within virtual communities which are
based upon already existing face-to-face communities or other informal and semi-formal groups
(Ardichvili et al, 2003). Relational intimacy is also based on a history of interaction. After having a
history together, trust respect and tie strengths are developed (Tiwana & Bush, 2005). Therefore is
social (i.e. relational) capital an important ingredient of the social value proposition as it can be
gained by facilitating interpersonal connectivity and social enhancement (Dholakia et al., 2004).
Social interaction can also pay off in the form of anticipated reciprocity, which refers to the
motivation that comes from the expectation that a useful contribution to the group will lead to a more
valuable response in return (Kollock & Smith, 1999). Reciprocity is furthermore a predictor of
altruistic behavior (Gintis, Bowles, Boyd & Fehr, 2003), since it was shown that strong reciprocity
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can be used as a schema for predicting altruistic behavior. However the increase of reciprocity
predicts an increase in the quantity of knowledge shared (i.e. increased participation), the knowledge
quality is argued not being significantly influenced by increased reciprocity (Chui et al., 2006). One
of the key drivers a community relies however on is this altruistic behavior, since in several studies is
shown that when knowledge is viewed as a public good (i.e. not kept privately, but being shared
altruistically), knowledge flows easily (Ardichvili, Page & Wentling, 2003). Altruism is even more
interesting since Butler et al. (2002) already found that people who valued altruistic benefits were
more likely to encourage other people to participate within the community. It has been argued that
socially-induced altruism is an important predictor for doing a favour (Hemetsberger, 2001).
Altruistic behavior thus encourages people to share knowledge, expertise or just information and
therefore is altruism related to the construct of social value in this study. Providing a favour has
furthermore been described as intrinsically rewarding, receiving gratification indirectly through the
happiness of others (Hemetsberger, 2001; and others). However, one of the basic theory’s in Biology
is that altruism only can evolve under stringent conditions, and that even if it were to evolve it would
lose competition with no-altruistic individuals within every group where it occurs. In our world we
have regulations to prevent the last thing from happening, but still anti altruism lays in our basic
behavior (MacDonald, 1996). In his empirical research, Kevin MacDonald (1996) furthermore shows
that it is symmetry (see similarity-to-peers in paragraph 3.5.1) and reciprocity (see also Kollock &
Smith, 1999) that are central to establish a sustainable friendship.
Thus the ability to establish and sustain social interaction within a virtual community leads to
anticipated reciprocity and subsequently the altruistic behavior following from that as well as
community commitment (Mathwick et al., 2008). Therefore, having access to social capital as well as
having a connection with industry leaders, influence able people, experts, peers and all others with the
right information (Sangwan, 2005; Chiu et al., 2006) is widely described as a driver for community
participation. Furthermore there is the sense of community, which refers to the motivation, received of
getting a direct response on a contribution (Kollock & Smith, 1999). It remains however ambiguous
whether the increased altruistic behavior eventually outweighs the decrease in community
commitment when people intensify their internet usage.

3.4.1.3 Contextual needs
However sources and receivers can be the same person at different moments, the drivers to participate
are not always the same. On one hand providing contextual information of a source can generate
intrinsic motivation of being seen as an expert (see 3.4.1.1), on the other hand being able to verify the
source is considered to be a driver for receivers. The following examples of drivers of virtual
communities are related to either the trust or perceived expertise of others in the virtual community
(i.e. peers) construct. These constructs are both related to the context of a virtual community
participant, the virtual community itself, or the information requested. Therefore both constructs are
discussed under the denominator “contextual needs”. However the constructs are related to the term
“Contextual needs” of the study of Sangwan (2005), in this research these constructs are interpreted
slightly different than how the contextual needs are interpreted in Sangwan’s (2005) paper. In this
study it refers to the personal context around the person who provides or requests the information and
is based upon two different constructs. The constructs are discussed from literature subsequently.
Trust
Trust plays a central role in helping participants of virtual communities to overcome perceptions of
risk and insecurity (McKnight et al., 2002) and is defined as “a common believe among a group of
individuals that another individual (a) makes a good-faith effort to behave in accordance with any
commitments both explicit or implicit, (b) is honest in whatever negotiations preceded such
commitments, and (c) does not take excessive advantage of another even when the opportunity is
available" (Jarvenpaa et al., 1998). Noting the lack of shared social and physical context in virtual
communities, much of the theoretical and empirical literature on interpersonal trust would suggest that
trust cannot exist in a virtual community (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999; and Handy, 1995), since these
properties give rise to questions of participants like “Are other individuals reading the messages?”, “If
not, why not?” and “Are they not committed or not able to reply because of technical problems or
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holidays?”. Such uncertainties hinder the development of trust and can therefore challenge the
viability of virtual communities (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999). Nevertheless, Jarvenpaa and Leidner
(1999) have shown that trust can exist in virtual teams (i.e. small virtual communities), built purely on
electronic networks when participants are engaged in an open and thoughtful exchange of messages.
Furthermore it is shown that participants must be aware that it is not the quantity but the quality of the
information they share and the predictability of their communication that is most critical to the
effective use of a virtual community (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999).
However trust is associated with an increased social capital and subsequently an increased
social value (Mathwick et al., 2008), it does not necessarily increase the quantity of knowledge that is
shared (Chui et al., 2006). Nevertheless is trust in other studies considered to be a key element in
stimulating the level of participation or knowledge sharing in virtual communities (Ridings et al,
2002; Ardichvili et al, 2003; trust stimulating social capital and subsequently informational and social
value and community commitment, Mathwick et al., 2008). Since in virtual communication one often
communicates with previously unknown others, trust is not always easily established. In such
situations a need for confirmation of experience seems to come into existence.
Need for confirmation of expertise of peers
Participants of communities (virtual as well as communities in the real world) have usually the
preference for transaction (of information as well as products) with individuals of known reputation
(Granovetter, 1985; Sangwan, 2005). Reputation refers to the recognition as a valuable participant of
the virtual community (Tiwana & Bush, 2005). This implies three underlying elements. First,
reputation is a characteristic that is ascribed to a participant by other participants. Secondly, the
measure is relative to other scores in the same community. And third, a reputation is socially
constructed over time (Tiwana & Bush, 2005). The scores of others on a participant’s reputation can
be positively influenced by the participants by contributing, revealing, and personal identification (i.e.
providing identity verification options). A reputation of a certain individual can be communicated
within an online community by for instance, virtual co presence indication, self-presentation, peer
rating applications, status currency, showing reputations in referral networks (deep profiling) and by
enlarging the context awareness (Tiwana & Bush, 2005; Ma & Agarwal, 2007).
Contrary to the people who want to know the reputation of another participant, some people
participate in a community to receive some sort of personal gain or status related to their professional
position (McLure Wasko & Faraj, 2000). This driver (increased recognition/ sense of efficacy) is
earlier mentioned as an intrinsic driver related to the informational value construct. Participants who
are motivated by increased recognition gain from having a good reputation within the community and
therefore also gain from being able to show their reputation. This means that the value of being able to
see reputations is twofold. This also leads to a conflicting situation. On one hand participants want to
be perceived as experts and on the other hand other participants want to have a reliable source to
check whether these participants are actually as much expert as they claim they are. Peer reviewing is
an old way to deal with this problem. Long before the rise of the internet, publishers of whatever
material (news articles as well as scientific articles) where controlled/ checked by other experts in
order to make sure that feedback was given and mistakes where corrected. This controlling was called
peer reviewing. Within the field of virtual communities many different tools to verify the source are
developed. Providing the tools to verify the input of other participants (i.e. checking a peer’s
characteristics or identity verification) in a virtual community is perceived as a driver to participate in
that community (Tiwana & Bush, 2005). Examples of such tools are the possibility to view co
presence (e.g. instant messenger or a chat room application), the facilitating the possibility for selfpresentation (e.g. showing user name, signature, nickname profile, personal page and interactive
tools) and deep profiling tools (e.g. member directories, reputation rankings, feedback, who did what
feature and archive and searching tools) (Ma & Agarwal, 2007).
These are simultaneously examples of drivers which are related to contextual needs (i.e. trust and
perceived expertise of peers) can be divided into the peer rating (rater and ratee) aspect and in
providing contextual information.
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Peer Rating (deep profiling)
Tiwana and Bush (2005) came up with the effects of peer to peer valuation (rating) on the perceived
value of input using the Social Exchange Theory. The Social exchange theory views interpersonal
interactions from a cost–benefit perspective. According to this theory, individuals usually expect
reciprocal benefits (i.e. value), such as personal affection, trust, gratitude, and economic return, when
they act according to social norms (Hsu & Lu, 2004). This valuation can be used as a tool to reinforce
active learning within virtual communities. Based on this theory, Tiwana & Bush (2005), propose that
peer-to-peer valuation can change the perceived value of a member’s contribution as a whole. The
implication of this theory is that members who have a lower rating will eventually drop out of the
community, leaving the community with a higher perceived contribution value. This implies that
when is known that the users of a community value each other high, the perceived value of all the
information gained from that particular community will be valued higher, explaining the grey arrow
from Peer characteristics to informational value in figure 8.
Context awareness (Self-presentation)
One of the drawbacks of the virtual world has been that one’s view of others is sketchy and one-sided
(Donath, 1996). “Being able to gather a more complex image and create context awareness of one’s
fellow participants can deepen the social ties as the users see each other as more fully-rounded
individuals” (Donath, 1996). Context awareness is defined as the awareness of a common (i.e. similar)
context with other people (Richter and Koch, 2008). When people interact in real life with others, they
are able to use implicit situational information, or context, to increase the conversational bandwidth.
Unfortunately, this ability to convey ideas does not transfer well to people who are interacting with
computers (Dey, 2001; Robey et al., 2000). This context awareness can nevertheless be enhanced
with providing implicit information about common contacts, common interests (see also MacDonald,
1996), the same University participants both visited or the same company they worked at. Context
awareness contributes a lot to creating common trust among the users which is essential for a
successful collaboration (Richter & Koch, 2008), since by improving another community
participant’s access to contextual information of others, one in fact increases the richness of
communication in computer-mediated interaction (Dey, 2001).
Context awareness vs. the strength of weak ties
An advantage of the context awareness (can be increased by awareness of a common context)
is the possibility to identify oneself with the virtual community as a whole (i.e. the group).
Identification with a group (inferred from a real world example) leads to greater commitment to the
group and to less desire to leave the group, even when the group status is relatively low (Stets &
Burke, 2000). On the other hand, as the awareness increases, people may become far more concerned
with managing their on-line reputation, resulting in widespread use of multiple pseudonyms and so an
even murkier view of who’s who on-line (Donath, 1996). Moreover according to Granovetter (1973,
1983 and 2005) there is also something like the theory of the strength of weak ties (in real world
communities), which states that more novel information flows to individuals through weak rather than
through strong ties. Since close friends tend to move in the same circles, the information they receive
overlaps considerably with what they already knew. Granovetter (2005) calls people that know people
who others do not know, and thus are the ones who receive novel information, acquaintances. Our
acquaintances are typically less similar to us than our close friends are, and they spend less time with
us. Moving in different circles from ours, acquaintances connect us to a wider world. They may
therefore be better sources when we need to go beyond what our own group knows, as in finding a
new job or obtaining a scarce service. This is a clear outcome even though close friends may be more
interested than acquaintances in helping us since social structure can dominate a user’s motivation. It
seems that the right balance (i.e. fit) between communicating with people who move in different
circles (and can thus be seen acquaintances or as unknown) but nevertheless are somewhat similar (in
order to create context awareness and subsequently creating social structure and voluntary knowledge
contributions) can improve the value of a virtual community significantly. With this statement the
theories of context awareness and the strength of weak ties are combined. More general is in the
literature stated that identity verification tools in computer-mediated communication are shown to be
effective methods to make effective identity expression and communication possible and will

23

eventually lead to more voluntary knowledge contributions in virtual communities (Ma & Agarwal,
2007). Altogether is seems that one joins a virtual community that is suitable for solving problems but
one also where a certain context awareness from others is perceived. In other words, one joins the
community in which one fits best.

3.5 Fit between member and virtual community
Individuals who categorize themselves as part of the group (i.e. fitted or high congruity) are likely to
engage in socially self-enhancing behavior, such as making mutually supportive coordinated
contributions (Lea, Rogers & Postmes 2002). In other words a good fit of a member and a group or a
virtual community can enhance mutually supportive contribution.
Social identity theory; when do people identify themselves with groups?
Despite of all the possibilities and benefits of virtual communities, a virtual community is not created
and sustained if there are no pre-existing common interests (Baker & Ward, 2002; Kelly & Jones,
2001). The Social Identity Theory (SIT) deals with how people come to see themselves as members of
a group in contrast to another. Having a social identity means being at one with a certain group, being
like others (which doesn’t mean that one cannot have different roles), and seeing things from the
group’s perspective (Stets & Burke, 2000). Social identity theorists regard the group as a collective of
similar persons all of whom identify with each other (i.e. see themselves and each other in similar
ways), and hold similar views all in contrast with people from outside the group (Stets & Burke,
2002). Following the meta-contrast principle, groups tend to endorse group norms and conform to an
ingroup position (i.e. maximizing intergroup differences and intragroup similarities/ social cohesion)
(Ellemers, Spears & Doosje, 2002). The level of group identification depends on social comparison or
just a normative fit with a group which makes the group identity operative and overrides the personal
identity (Stets & Burke, 2000). This group identification is in this research considered to be important
since it is shown that group identification increases the perceived quality as well as the quantity of
information shared (Chiu et al., 2006).
Showing the content of member-to-member communication (for instance by means of an
open forum) may facilitate, together with deep profiling mentioned by Ma & Agarwal (2006), the
identification process, because it discloses the values, the goals and achievements of the (rest of)
virtual community (inferring from a organizational setting in Smidts et al., 2001). The exposure to an
organizational (i.e. group) identity is considered fundamental to group identification (Dutton et al.,
1994). Translating this to an individual general virtual community level, one would expect that
exposure to a peer’s, or a peer group identity is fundamental to group identification, which could lead
to the positive effects mentioned by Antonioni & Park (2001) and Lea et al. (2002), enhancing
mutually supportive coordinated contributions.

3.5.1 Similarity to peers within a virtual community
Thus, according to Ellemers et al. (2002), a group is maximizing intergroup differences and
intragroup similarities/ social cohesion and tend to share opinions and visions. In this subparagraph
the effects of this similarity among the members within a community is highlighted.
One is similar to each other on a certain aspect if both are related to a similar object (Jeh & Widom,
2002). The perception of similarity leads to a better perception of one’s context since context is
defined as any information that can be used to characterize the situation of an entity (Dey, 2001),
which is consistent with the findings of the effects of increased context awareness of Richter & Koch
(2008) addressed before. As mentioned earlier, it is symmetry and reciprocity (see also Kollock &
Smith, 1999) that are central to establish a sustainable friendship in the first place (MacDonald, 1996).
Within this respect, peer relationships may be viewed as a continuum ranging from high levels of
commonality of interests to high levels of conflicts of interests. It seems that one can characterize the
situation better when it is more similar to one’s own. Furthermore if an entity (i.e. participant of a
virtual community) is context aware it uses the context to provide relevant information and/ or
services to another participant (Dey, 2001). When one is similar to the other a better perception of the
context can be made and thus context awareness is more easily created. This context awareness
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increases the informational value (Jukic, Kravitz, Jukic & Tekleab, 2009), which is also supported by
Chiu et al. (2006), since they state that shared language and shared vision (both objects) lead to an
increase in perceived information quality. This higher perceived information quality leads to
informational value and subsequently increases the commitment to a virtual community (Mathwick et
al., 2008).
Effects of similarity in general; advantages and disadvantages
To further illustrate the effects of similarity among members of a community one could take, however
studied in a real world context, the similarity of conscientiousness as an example. The similarity in
conscientiousness of the rater and the other who is rated, has a positive effect on peer ratings, and
therefore people who are as conscientious (i.e. similar on conscientiousness) as the rater is do have a
higher chance on getting a more positive review (i.e. are perceived as a better source, or raters do
more easily agree with ratee) (Antonioni & Park, 2001). Another example can be found in the effects
of social similarity within organizations. Social similarity (gender, organizational tenure and
ethnicity) among equal stated members of a work group increases organizational attachment (Hua,
2005) and is fundamental for sustaining friendships over time (Macdonald, 1996). Similarity of age
and education however, where shown to be non significant predictors of organizational attachment
(Hua, 2005). Age and education are not as noticeable as gender, organizational tenure and ethnicity in
a real world organization (Hua, 2005). Of course in online communities it is easier to make these
characteristics more transparent by means of an extra profile variable. The effects of similar ethnicity
are however shown to be twofold. On one hand it easy to communicate with people with the same
ethnicity (since norms, values and often language is shared), on the other hand people do not seem to
enjoy a social context with too many ethnically similar people since people start to lose interest (Hua,
2005). Again the strength of weak ties, which was showed by Granovetter (1973, 2005), seems to
have an influence in the virtual world too here and probably even the theory of structural holes of Burt
(1992, in Granovetter, 2005). If people “constitute the only route through which information or other
resources may flow from one network sector to another, they can be said to exploit “structural holes”
in the network” (Granovetter, 2005). People with a network containing these structural holes
(individuals with ties into multiple networks that are largely separated from one another) enjoy
strategic advantages compared to those who don’t (Burt, 1992 in Granovetter 2005). People whose
networks bridge the structural holes between groups have an advantage in detecting and developing
rewarding opportunities (Burt 2004) and are called brokers. There must be remarked that these
theories are studied in real world. Wellman et al. (1996) did however mention the existence of
stronger and weaker ties in computer-supported social networks.
However it seems to be an important variable in group related behavior, the similarity-to-peers issue
is often studied in a real world peer reviewing context, not combined with any virtual social network/
community context (Mainguy et al., 2005; Grol et al., 1988; Smidts et al. 2001; Cheney, 1983; Dutton
et al., 1994; Antonioni & Park, 2001; Hua, 2005). Nevertheless can in short be stated that similarity to
peers within a community leads to better understanding of the information shared and the questions
asked. Furthermore it tends to enhance the social value within a community since shared vision and
language can make more satisfactory interactions possible. In other words, similarity leads to a better
fit between member and community. Therefore in paragraph 4, similarity is hypothesized to be a
(indirect) driver for virtual community participation and is tested whether this phenomenon can be
added to virtual community participation drivers list which was presented in figure 8.

3.5.2 Small Peer groups to facilitate a better fit
From literature can be concluded that another way to establish a better fit between the participant and
the community can be facilitating small focused peer groups. A peer group is defined as a group
which consists of members that somehow act in the same environment, for instance a set of neighbors
or local residents (Evans, Oates & Schwab, 1992). According to Chen, Cheng & He (2003), natural
peer groups come into existence spontaneously out of common interests (in the case of Evans et al.
(1992), living in the same neighborhood) and are defined as networks of interacting individuals who
spend time together and share activities. From the literature a distinction between small-group-based
and network-based communities can be identified. The major difference is that the specific group a
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member participates in, holds greater importance for those belonging to a small-group-based
community when compared to network-based communities (Dholakia et al., 2004). This is in line with
paradox of social value, described earlier in this report. Furthermore there are, resulting from this,
interesting differences between networked-based and small-group based virtual community
participants in both levels of self referent (rather in networks) and group-referent (rather in smallgroups) motives, as well as their impacts on social influence variables (Dholakia et al., 2004). There
can be found several reasons why higher levels of interactivity (i.e. more intensive participation to
community discussions) may be more suitable for small-group-based communities. High interactivity,
for example, entails a higher level of involvement or commitment of the participant (Dholakia et al.,
2004). This implies that high interactivity needs participants that are responsive and engaged
throughout the entire duration of the conversation. Consequently small-group-based community
members know each other quite well and participate to achieve group referent goals. When a greater
interactivity is made possible by a virtual community, a higher likelihood of spontaneous activities
between the participants is present. These spontaneous activities increase the possibility of
interruption or “preemption” and furthermore the mutuality and patterns of turn-taking (i.e.
reciprocity). High interactivity without being a heavy internet user (considering the earlier mentioned
disadvantages coming from heavy internet usage) can only be established when users interact heavily
on a limited range of topics or to a limited range of different platforms considering the findings of
Dholakia et al. (2004). According to Dholakia et al. (2004) the prediction that “a small-group-based
community is a better environment for higher interactivity” was a promising future research issue.
This in combination with the findings of Blanchard & Horan (1998) that when communications
within forums correspond to community members’ exact interests than the probability that members
start and maintain a virtual community increases leads to the suggestion that small-focused-peer
groups can be a very participation stimulating environment. Furthermore the Social Identity Theory
(Stets & Burke, 2000) leaves room for a suggestion of a small-group, segmented/ focused groups of
people with shared language and vision as an ultimate concept to trigger increased participation
behavior. This in combination with the examples of virtual co presence, self-presentation and deep
profiling (Ma & Agarwal, 2006) lead to the suggestion to have an application on which people are
only answering questions concerning their own specialty (higher quality of information, and better
motivation, since only questions concerning own specialty have to be answered) and by doing that
gaining access to other specialties when needed.

3.6 Website
Although the functionality of the internet application itself is important, also “the look and feel” of the
site can be an important driver. Or so to say, a bad designed website does not encourage continuing
surfing on that page. Well designed graphics and animations may improve the user experience
significantly, although that a too fancy website can be distracting and might reduce the speed of
interaction with the possible negative emotions associated to this site, which may reduce the
satisfaction of the community site (Welmann et al, 1996). Anyhow the perceived site quality (design
in balance with functionalities that are easy to use) is shown to be highly correlated with trusting
beliefs and intentions (McKnight et al., 2002).
Rules & regulations; the perceived safety
By means of most media the common perception is fed that the today’s society is more dangerous
than ever before. Every stranger can be a cyber criminal who will steel for instance personal codes or
credit card numbers or to commit identity fraud. Despite this, research proved that at least at the world
on the web this perception is not present at all. Today we trust the opinions of strangers from al
around the world almost as much as the opinion of our own family and friends. Some findings of
Universal McCann (2008) catch the eye immediately. The top four trusted forms of recommendation
are through direct communication. Two of them are through the web: e-mail and instant messenger.
The fifth trusted source of information is trough consumer review sites. We even tend to trust the
strangers’ online almost as much as face-to-face recommendation (Universal McCann, 2008).
Furthermore, people do trust recommendations in social media channels more than web applications
where they have to pay for. Concluding can be stated that on a well regulated public site, the
perceived safety is not a problem for increasing participation.
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4. Research model and Hypotheses
In this section similarity-to-peers as a supportive condition for informational value, perceived
expertise of peer, trust in peers and the social value of a virtual community is discussed and
hypotheses are developed. These four elements will be used as constructs in the structural model that
is presented at the end of this chapter. Furthermore will be discussed whether these four constructs are
supportive predictors for the intention to participate in a virtual community. The intention to
participate is measured in threefold (passively, actively and continuously), but since the relations to
the three intentions are presumed the same in the hypotheses the general intention to participate is
mentioned. And finally is also discussed whether some relations are possibly moderated by
anonymity.
Presumed effects of similarity-to-peers in virtual communities
If the conclusions of several different studies in different fields (Psychology and Sociology theories
such as discussed in paragraph 3.5) are combined, one could suggest in short that being similar to
somebody else could provide advantages in three different ways. First information is valued high
when it comes from a group of people one strongly identifies with. Second, being similar to
somebody else can enhance the validation of one and others’ view and fewer conflicts and
disagreements will occur (Al-Natour et al., 2006), which could lead to an increase in trust (however
people act already very trustworthy online; Universal McCann, 2008) in the other person and the trust
in the expertise of the other person which could lead to an increased desire to interact (i.e. actively
participate) (Ridings et al., 2002). The increase in perceived expertise could, in turn, also increase the
informational value (see hypotheses 5). Third, being similar to another person could increase the
social value (i.e. pleasurable and enjoyable interactions) that is gained from active participation in
virtual communities (Al-Natour et al., 2006). Furthermore is it possible that the degree of similarity is
subject to affect the proposed relations. The presumed relations between similarity-to-peers and the
four constructs as well as the relations between these constructs and the intention to participate will
serve as a fundament for developing the hypothesis in this research.
The effects of similarity-to-peers on beliefs of informational value and perceived expertise
It is shown that one could get valuable information from the exchange of practice related knowledge
within a community of likeminded (i.e. similar) members within an organizational setting (Mclure
Wasko & Faraj, 2000). From the literature was in paragraph 3.5 already concluded that there are
contradictory results concerning the valuation of information provided by peers. On one hand, there is
argued that gathering a more complex picture of other users deepens the social ties and can make
users see each other as more fully-rounded individuals and therefore value the information that is
provided more. On the other hand, the more is known about a peer the stronger the social tie (see also
effects of similarity on social value), but the less new information will be available. If this and
previous discussed literature (Richter & Koch, 2008, Mathwick et al., 2008, Granovetter, 2005,
Donath 1996, Smidts et al. 2001) is translated to a virtual community context, one can presume that
when a more fully rounded picture is available of a previously unknown peer, the more one values the
information that is exchanged since one perceives the advantages of both theories; a complete picture
and the availability of new information since the peer was previously unknown. This can be motivated
from the real life example that when a customer is more similar to for example a previously unknown
salesperson the more success the sales person has with this particular customer (Crosby, Evans &
Cowles, 1990; Woodside & Davenport, 1974), since advice is more easily accepted because it is
apparently valued more to know the opinion of that salesperson because of the similarity.
The effect of less new information being available when people act in communities where only similar
people are active can, however maybe neglected by the Granovetter’s (2005) note that when
everything else is equal, “larger groups will have lower network density because people have
cognitive, emotional, spatial and temporal limits on how many social ties they can sustain”. Therefore
still enough “new” information will be available when this network of “similar” people is only large
enough.
There is furthermore stated that if the information is adapted to one’s standards (similar people have
more often comparable standards), the information quality is valued higher (Jukic, Kravitz, Jukic and
Tekleab, 2009). The presentation of for example multilevel benefits information (i.e. the benefit
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information of a product is adapted to the focus group/ segment) affects customer satisfaction and the
perceived quality of the information received which in its turn affected the overall web satisfaction
positively (Jukic et al., 2009). In earlier research a technique called social information filtering
(Shardanand & Maes, 1995) was described, whereas items are recommended to a user based upon
values assigned by other people with a similar taste. This social information filtering relies on the fact
that people’s tastes and attitudes are not randomly distributed: there are general trends and patterns
within the taste/ attitude of a person as well as between groups of people (Shardanand & Maes, 1995).
As stated before, informational value is a value that the participant derives from getting and sharing
information within the virtual community, and from knowing what presumably credible others think
(Dholakia et al., 2004). For example the values of knowing what like minded people think of a certain
restaurant, what you are considering to visit for the first time.
Based on all these findings, in a virtual community context I hypothesize that when users get
information from users that are highly similar to them, i.e. users they can easily identify themselves
with and provide information according to an accepted standard, these users tend to accept the
suggested comments more easily and are more willing to take the comments coming from such a
community seriously and see it as more relevant to know what “they” think. Hence I presume that,
H1: The larger ones similarity to peers the higher one values the information provided by
these peers.
Users will value the information that is exchanged within a virtual community with similar members
more since there is more implicit information available to determine the credibility or believability of
the information, which is seen as one of the criteria to filter valuable information (Wathen & Burkell,
2002). Similarity of receivers’ beliefs/context to the source’s, furthermore even positively influences
the perceived credibility of this source by means of the message familiarity that comes along with
similarity. Thus being similar to somebody else can enhance the validation of one and others’ view
and fewer conflicts and disagreements will occur (Al-Natour et al., 2006). Moreover “a
communication source possesses credibility if his/her statements are considered truthful and valid
(when users are similar this can more easily be checked), and therefore worthy of serious
consideration” (Wathen & Burkell, 2002). There is furthermore shown that the greater the perceived
similarity in demographic and lifestyle characteristics attached to salespeople the greater the
likelihood of purchase by a customer in the real world (Woodside & Davenport, 1974). Since
similarity thus leads to a higher perceived credibility which is a main source-related component of
perceived expertise (Wathen & Burkell, 2002; Shardanand & Maes, 1995; and Grol et al., 1988) there
is presumed that if the similarity to a peer is higher, the perceived expertise of the peer will be higher.
Hence there is presumed that;
H2: The larger ones similarity to peers the higher one perceives the expertise of their peers
The expertise of a source tends to have the greatest effect on a source convincing a receiver (Wilson
& Sherrel, 1993). If one perceives that the expertise of one’s peers is higher, than one perceives a
higher value of the information that is provided by these peers, thanks to the increased credibility
(Tiwana & Bush, 2000) and thus a user is convinced more easily by a perceived expert. For example,
misinformation, from poor nutritional advice to erroneous interpretations of drug smuggling law, is
easy to find on the net these days therefore it is more likely to be believed when the information is
offered by one who is perceived to be an expert (Donath, 1999). Again, expertise is one of the main
components of credibility and as mentioned before, perceived credibility has a positive effect on
informational value (Wathen & Burkell, 2002). Hence is presumed that;
H3a: The higher one perceives the expertise of peers in a virtual community, the higher one
values the information that peers provide in a virtual community.
Since the trust paradigm in communication is the recipients degree of confidence in and level of
acceptance of speaker and the message (Ohanian, 1990), Giffin (1957 in Ohanian, 1990) reviewed the
concept of trust and concluded that source credibility (increased by perceived expertise) is the same as
a recipients trust in the communicator in a real world setting and with celebrities as communicators,
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here is presumed that the same basic effect will hold in a virtual community context. Furthermore,
Friedman & Friedman (1976; in Ohanian, 1990) showed that trustworthiness was highly correlated
with the perceived level of expertise of celebrities in the real world. Hence there is presumed that;
H3b: The larger the perceived expertise of peers in the virtual community, the larger the trust
in others in a virtual community.
If users receive value from informational resources they connect to trough a virtual community, they
tend to feel the moral obligation to repay the community with own contributions (i.e. reciprocity)
(Wasko & Faraj, 2000). In that sense information becomes some sort of currency and for repayment
of community obligations, creating an infinite cycle of give and take of information (Mathwick et al.,
2008). Subsequently there was shown that if one values (social and informational) a community more,
the more community commitment is achieved (in the case of a virtual knowledge exchanging
community) (Mathwick et al., 2008). This effect can even be leveraged by the effect that Langerak et
al. (2003) found; participation behavior could be enlarged by (among other things) increased
satisfaction trough increased member-member interactions. So, the more member-member interaction,
the more people are willing to participate. Since commitment and the feeling of moral obligation to
repay the community can be seen as attitudes (attitude is defined as a mood/ a mindset; Web source
20, 2009), following the rationale of the TAM (Lederer et al., 2000), I will presume that when users
value the information more, their intention to participate will increase.
H4: The higher one values the information that is exchanged the higher the intention to
participate in a virtual community
The effects of similarity on trusting beliefs
Given that members of information or knowledge sharing virtual communities when initially
participating within the community, usually rely on the advice of anonymous strangers since repeated
interaction was not present yet, the risks and uncertainties that can erode trust can become magnified
(Mathwick et al. 2008). In this research trust is evaluated as in-group trust (i.e. social trust) and is
exhibited when members place trust in individuals or social institutions (e.g. a community) linked by
virtual interaction (Mathwick et al., 2008). However in virtual communities trust is not always seen as
a threshold for being active online (Universal McCann, 2008), participants of online environments
(i.e. virtual communities) can be subject to social loafing, flaming attempts or other undesired actions
and consequences (Schepers et al. 2008), which makes that trust becomes a key factor in this research
(Ridings et al. 2002), since the satisfaction that members gain from interaction increases their
intention to participate (de Valck et al., 2007).
There is in this research proposed that the mentioned effects of similarity to peers (Smidts et al. 2001
and Schaubroeck & Lam, 2002), could on its turn overcome this magnification of risks and
uncertainties that could erode trust within a virtual community. Similarity is a predictor for attraction
(i.e. likeability) and subsequently familiarity (Moreland & Zajonc, 1982). Social trust results from
cooperation and repeated interaction with one’s immediate circle including friends, family and
voluntary associations resulting that after a certain period of time social trust can be further developed
in a virtual community (Mathwick et al. 2008), which is supported by the studies of Universal
McCann (2008), Smidts et al. (2001) and Schaubroeck & Lam (2002), Bauer & Green (1996) and
Antonioni & Park, (2001). When people have little information about one and other in the beginning
of their relationships, they tend to give more trust to people who are similar to themselves (Antonioni
& Park, 2001). Since the development of trust is facilitated by shared social norms, social similarity,
shared values, shared expectations, repeated interactions, face-to-face interaction and shared
experiences (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999) and that Richter & Koch (2008) state that context awareness
contribute to common trust by providing information about common contacts, common interests,
common background and shared values the following is hypothesized;
H5: The larger the similarity to one’s peers, the more one trusts these peers in a virtual
community.
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Trust in peers within a virtual community has a positive effect on the perceived ability, integrity and
benevolence of that peers (Jarvenpaa et al., 1998) and subsequently in the desires to get and to give
information (i.e. actively participate) to that peers through that particular website (Ridings et al.,
2002). The Web Trust Model (WTM) (McKnight et al., 2002), based on the TRA shows that active
behavior on a website is also influenced by trusting beliefs towards a website as a whole, which in
turn influences the intention to participate which influences actual behavior. Eventually, based on a
history of positive interaction, social trust leads to the sense that cooperation with other community
members carries few risks (McLure Wasko & Faraj, 2000). Subsequently participants are more
willing to use virtual communities as a source of new knowledge if they trust it to be a source of
reliable and objective information (Ardichvili et al., 2003).
The fewer perceived risks in combination with positive effects of trust on perceived integrity, ability,
benevolence, the WTM and the increased community commitment that comes from trust I presume;
H6a: The higher the trust in a virtual community the higher the intention to participate within
the virtual community.
Social value is developed by having access to interpersonal interaction and social enhancement. From
the research of Ridings et al. (2002), trust is shown to be a predictor of virtual community member’s
desire to exchange and especially to get information and there is suggested that trust is a key element
in fostering the voluntary online corporation between strangers in virtual communities. Furthermore a
perceived supportive climate is considered to be one of the favorable consequences of trust (Ohanian,
1990). Since trust stimulated knowledge exchange (Ridings et al., 2002) and it causes a perceived
supportive (i.e. enjoyable) climate, here is presumed that it stimulates interpersonal interaction and
social enhancement and thus social value. Hence there is presumed;
H6b: The larger the trust in other participants the larger the perceived social value within
that virtual community.
Effects of similarity-to-peer on perceived Social value
It has been shown that perceived similarity is typically highly predictive of attraction and relationship
satisfaction in interpersonal contexts. Kevin MacDonald (1996) shows that it is symmetry and
reciprocity (see also Kollock & Smith, 1999) that are central to establish a sustainable friendship and
being similar to another person increases the social value (i.e. pleasurable and enjoyable interactions)
gained from active participation in virtual communities (Al-Natour et al., 2006). And furthermore,
social value can be triggered by binding the community together by transforming self-seeking
individuals into members of a community with shared interests, shared assumptions about social
relations and a sense of the common good (i.e. the willingness to share information rather then
keeping it private) (Mathwick et al., 2008). The less the difference between the members, the less time
is required to form such a strong social bond. Based on this and the social identity theory (Stets &
Burke, 2000) (the social embeddedness that comes with the social identity theory, provides a member
with strong social and emotional motivation for active and frequent virtual community participation;
Cova, 1997), the social embeddedness is the base for the development of social capital and eventually
even the development social value (i.e. social connectivity and enhancement) within the virtual
community. Hence I hypothesize,
H7: The larger ones similarity to peers within a virtual the higher the perceived social value
of this virtual community.
Among the long-term core members, the community experience and commitment and therefore also
their participation intentions (Armstrong-Stassen, 2007) are not defined exclusively by purely the
information exchange. Problem solving is for example also, augmented by the “linking value”
inherent in the communities’ social support system (Cova, 1997) as well as by feelings of
belongingness to a group. The social identity however was found to be greater for a small group rather
than the whole network, and the social identity was found to have a positive relationship with the
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desire to participate within the virtual community (Dholakia et al., 2004). The affective social identity
measure of Dholakia et al (2004) was focussed on the feelings of belongingness towards a certain
group which is consistent with the SIT. Social value was shown to be a predictor for increased
community commitment among users that used the virtual community already for a longer period
(Mathwick et al., 2008). Furthermore, the altruistic behavior that comes with increased perceived
social value (Hemetsberger, 2001) is important since it encourages people to share knowledge,
expertise or just information (Ardichvili et al., 2003). Based on these theories I hypothesize that;
H8: The more social value is perceived by a participant within a virtual community, the
higher the intention of this participant to participate within that virtual community.
Wellman et al. (1996) showed that also anonymity can have an effect on the users’ perceptions and
intentions since they found that when people are anonymous they tend to reveal themselves more, in
such that they provide personal information more easily and that they tend to express their opinion
more open. If information is revealed freely, it usually increases the value of the community since
when knowledge is managed as a public good, people feel that they have a moral obligation to share,
and this moral obligation supersedes the desire to maximize self-interest at least in virtual community
in an organizational environment (McLure Wasko & Faraj, 2000; Ardichvili, Page & Wentling,
2003). Then again interaction is increased and subsequently the perceived value (informational as
well as social) of the community. On the other hand anonymity can have a negative effect on the
context awareness. For instance, an increase in anonymity decreases feelings of social cohesion
(Sampson, 1991) or gives a more blurred view of the source of the information which could hinder the
verification of the credibility of the source, which on its turn, could have a negative effect on the
informational value of a virtual community. Considering these two possible effects of anonymity, and
inferring them to a public virtual community context, I presume that informational value, trust in
peers and social value will have a less stronger relationship with the intention to participate within a
virtual community when people all act anonymously, discarding that maybe the information flows
more freely. Hence I hypothesize,
H9: The presumed positive effect of informational value, perceived trust and social value on
the intention to participate will be less strong when all participants act anonymously within
the virtual community.
However people tend to reveal themselves more in a virtual community when they act anonymously,
anonymity can thus have a negative effect on credibility of the source (Dennis, Hilmer & Taylor,
1998). In a situation in which participants act anonymously within a virtual community, knowing
more about a person makes it easier to shape believes regarding to a user’s standards (Ridings et al.,
2002). If the anonymous others are nevertheless shown to be similar on for the participant at that
moment relevant variables, it can help to create a more fully rounded picture of the other participant.
This similarity provides despite the anonymity still a better possibility of validation of the credibility
and thus the trustworthiness of that source. As stated before, similarity of receivers’ beliefs/context to
the source’s, actually even positively influences the perceived credibility of this source by means of
the message familiarity that comes along with similarity. This effect can be plausible explained. If
somebody who is giving comments, has the same, relevant characteristics but is anonym, one tends to
accept the information more easily thanks to the familiarity that comes with the similarity (Moreland
& Zajonc, 1982). By the disclosure of the similar context (same gender, age, or personal problem) one
makes itself furthermore more vulnerable in the process and others tend to even trust them more
(Ridings et al., 2002). Hence there is presumed that;
H10: The presumed positive effect of similarity to peers on the perceived expertise of those
peers is even stronger when participants act anonymously within the virtual community.
Direct relation between similarity and the intention to participate
Since people are more attracted to each other when they are similar and familiar with each other, they
tend to communicate more (Moreland & Zajonc, 1982). For example, when people perceive
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themselves more similar with a mentor they tend to like that mentor more, tend to be more satisfied
with this mentor and tend to have more contact with that mentor (Ensher & Murphy, 1997). Being
similar moreover positively reinforces members own identities and contributes to their willingness to
cooperate (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999). The satisfactions the members gain from the interactions
within the virtual community enhance a participant’s intention to participate according to Dholakia et
al. (2004) and de Valck et al. (2007). Satisfied members become more loyal members, which
manifests itself mainly in a high visit frequency (Mathwick et al., 2002; and de Valck et al., 2007).
Loyalty can furthermore increase the altruism, since the reciprocity that usually comes with loyalty is
a strong predictor of altruistic behavior (Gintis, Bowles, Boyd & Fehr, 2003; and Wu, Chan & Lau,
2008). This altruistic behavior of members in a virtual community is shown to be a driver for others to
participate within a virtual community (Butler et al., 2002). Based on this and the provided literature
review (paragraph 3.5) which suggests that similarity-to-peers could also enlarge the member-member
interactions, also the direct relation between similarity and intention to participate is presumed;
H11: The larger the similarity to one’s peers, the higher the intention to participate within the
virtual community.

4.1 Research model
The relations as discussed in the hypothesis will be tested empirically in this study. Based on these
proposed twelve hypotheses, a conceptual model for this research is build. It should give insights in
what the effect is of a peer group community on the intention to participate and whether these
relations can be used to find a way to enlarge the efficiency in community use.
The hypotheses which are presented above give rise to the structural model which is depicted
in figure 9.
Anonymity

Anonymity
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Informational value
of virtual community
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H3a
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Figure 9: The research model.
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5. Methodology
The methodology used to test the research model was the exploratory scenario-based survey method.
The scenario-based survey method is commonly used in previous research. For example this method
is widely used on research to user’s price fairness (and therefore value) perceptions (Choi & Mattila,
2009 referring to Bolton, Warlop, and Alba, 2003; Kahneman, Knetch, and Thaler, 1986). The
scenario-based survey method is a particular way of studying possible effects of certain possible
influence able variables. A scenario is a chronological description of one or more particular events
which have taken place or still have to take place. It is, in other words, a representation of how the
future might unfold (Kowalski, Stagl, Madlener & Oman, 2009). In scientific research in which
possible future situations are tested, scenarios are used to simulate the possible future situation. The
scenarios imply a role-playing of the respondents and are built around the ‘what if…’ question.
However not without limitations, the role-playing scenario approach has been commonly used in
consumer behavior research (Choi and Mattila, 2009).
Members of virtual communities were asked to respond by mail or by clicking on a posted link in the
communities.

5.1 Description of the Research Setting
This research consisted of six different surveys, corresponding with six different scenarios, resulting
from three different levels of similarity and 2 different identity situations, anonymous and nonanonymous (see table: 2). The textual scenarios that were provided in the surveys are shown in
paragraph 5.3. By means of a random redirect link, the respondents were randomly sent to the six
different surveys in order to get approximately the same amount of response for every scenario.
Table 2: Six survey scenarios
Similarity
Anonymous
Not Anonymous

None (A)
Scenario 1
Scenario 2

Low (B)
Scenario 3
Scenario 4

High (C)
Scenario 5
Scenario 6

In this research the scenarios are used to describe possible features of virtual communities in order to
investigate how users change their opinion after introducing these features. The respondents were
asked to take a virtual community in mind (filled-in in question 5). Then the constructs were
measured in the “as is” situation. Subsequently the scenario was provided and then the change in the
valuation of the constructs was measured. After collecting the data the communities that were
mentioned by the respondents where categorized whether they could be considered as either sensitive
or not sensitive information sharing. In scenario 1 and 2 actually no similarity indicator is present,
therefore in that sense nothing has changed compared to the actual situation. These two scenarios are
used to test the influence of anonymity in the effects of similarity on the different constructs.

5.2 Data collection and sample characteristics
First the survey was posted on 4 four different virtual communities in order to eliminate the effect of
having a subjects that do not need similarity to peers in order to provide the best information resource.
The four communities were: www.fokforum.nl, www.ikki.nl, www.aesclopedia.nl and
www.tweakers.net. All these platforms have at least 100 active participants, a knowledge exchange
core value or are problem solving oriented. Testing in different contexts had an important advantage;
the effects of different contexts can be evaluated. A major difference in a different context can be, for
instance, the sensitivity of the information that is asked for in the forums. Therefore the survey is
posted in virtual communities where more and less sensitive information is shared. After a having the
survey online for more then a month, the response was still to low. Therefore the survey was also
posted in groups on social networking sites like LinkedIn and Facebook. And furthermore the link
was e-mailed to large group of people. Eventually only responses related to groups related to social
networking sites were conducted. Therefore no difference in sensitivity of information exchanged can
be determined and therefore the presumed moderating effects of sensitivity cannot be tested and the
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sensitivity construct was deleted from the model. Another consequence is that the conclusions of this
study should be seen in a social networking site context.
Sample characteristics
The sample consisted of 57 participants in groups, formed on social networking sites LinkedIn.com,
Hyves.nl and Facebook.com. The participants had an average age of 29,5 years and 15 of them are
female, 42 are male. The average length of membership was somewhere between 0,5 and 1,5 years.
Average visit frequency was weekly. 94,7 % of the respondents had a bachelors degree or higher,
therefore can be concluded that the results of this research mainly hold for highly educated virtual
community users. 70% of the respondents said that most of the time no demographic variable has to
be similar to theirs. This however, does not imply that similarity will not have an impact on any of the
constructs since there is measured that if similarity is already present on for that matter important
variables.
A link directing the participants randomly to the 6 different scenarios was posted in different
groups on the particular websites or was e-mailed to them. In the latter case the participants were
asked to relate the questions to a group of a social networking site, or a forum (i.e. a knowledge
sharing virtual community). All respondents fully completed the questionnaire.

5.3 Measures
All dependent constructs (Informational value, Social Value, Perceived expertise of peers, Trust in
peers and intention to participate) were tested by multi-item Likert-scales, most of them were
validated in previous studies. The phrasing of the items was slightly adjusted to the specific research
setting when needed, assuming that this wouldn’t affect the validity of the items. Participants were
first asked to indicate whether they (dis-)agreed with a set of statements using a 5-point Likert-scale
that ranged from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The full text of these scale items is reproduced in
table 4 at the end of this paragraph. Then, after showing a scenario, the respondents were asked to
indicate how their opinion about the same statements would change (a 5-point Likert-scale ranged
from much less agree to much more agree) if the situation in de scenario would actually occur.
Informational value was measured with 4 items adapted from Mathwick et al. (2008). Perceived
expertise of peers was measured with two items of Eby et al. (2004) and two items from an unknown
source. These items will be validated in the results section of this report. The items were chosen to
measure the perceived expertise of the peer group compared to the perceived expertise of a random,
rather unknown user. Trust in peers is measured using four items adapted from Mathwick et al. (2008)
and Hwang & Kim (2007). However three sorts of trust can be identified from the sociology literature
(Interpersonal trust, system trust and dispositional trust) in this research one construct of trust is
developed based on the trust constructs used by of Mathwick et al. (2008) (social trust) and Hwang &
Kim (2007) (e-trust; benevolence and integrity). This is done since this research concerns about the
perceived trust of the virtual community as a whole. When considered the community as a whole all
three types of trust; interpersonal trust, system trust and dispositional trust (Abdul-Rahman & Hailes,
2000) do occur. By measuring the average change of the social (i.e. in-group) trust construct and an
item on perceived benevolence and integrity there is expected to have a good measure for the change
in the perceived trust in the virtual community as a whole. When analyzing the results this solution is
shown valid and reliable.
Social value is measured using four items adapted from Mathwick et al. (2008). The intention
to participate was measured in threefold in order to determine how the intention to participate changes
due to the influences of its predecessors; respectively the intention to participate continuously,
actively and passively are measured. The intention to participate continuously was measured using
four items adapted from Armstrong-Stassen (1997) and Bosnjak, Tuten & Witmann (2005).
Furthermore is the intention to actively and the intention to passively participate measured separately
using respectively four and three items all adapted from Bosnjak et al. (2005). The unit analysis is the
individual. Therefore all constructs are measured at the individual level.
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To assess possible underlying effects of demographical characteristics of the users the following
demographic items were identified.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Age (18-24; 25-34; 35-44; 45-54; 55-65; > 65)
Sex (male, female)
Salary/ Year (- 25K; 25-50K;50-75K;75-100K;100-150K;150-200K; >200K)
Educational level (WO, HBO, MBO, LBO, VWO, HAVO, VMBO, elementary school, other)
In which virtual community are you recently the most active? In the continuation of this
survey all the questions are related to the website you mention here.
I use this site (every day, couple times a week, once a week, once a month, less)
Period of active membership of community (<0,5; 0,5-1,0; 1,0-1,5; 1,5-2; >2 years)

The user’s participation frequency is measured in order to control for the effect of user experience. In
this survey, like in the research Nonnecke et al. (2006), there is asked to select the item that best
described their posting behavior in the online community in which they read the invitation to
participate in the survey (Daily, weekly, occasionally, never). In the research of Nonnecke et al.
(2006) only those who selected ‘never’ in this online community were considered to be ‘lurkers’. This
strict definition enabled them to examine lurking in the most extreme form. In this research this strict
definition is not used, instead a gliding scale to be able to measure the effects to the other constructs
(every day, couple times a week, once a week, once a month, less).
The values of the constructs “Similarity to peers” and “Anonymity” are provided by means of the
different scenarios in the surveys. Thanks to the random redirect link the respondents were equally
divided over the six different scenarios with the different levels of similarity and anonymity (see
table: 3). In this research the value of similarity is provided trough showing the respondent a scenario
in which the user has a certain percentage of the profile variables in common with others in the same
virtual community. Because everybody considers differently what for him/her is important to have in
common in the specific context the respondents is asked to indicate what characteristic variable is
considered to be “very important”, “important”, “somewhat important”, or “unimportant” to them. In
the scenarios is told that when others are similar it is on that particular variable. In this way the
possibly negative effect of having a lot in common but not the things that truly matter for a specific
user can be eliminated. In scenario 3 till 6, there is stated that there is similarity on at least one for that
respondent important variable. Thanks to that, there can be seen whether only the important variable
needs to be present to see the similarity effects or that a more complete similarity has more effect the
intention to participate.
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The Scenarios
The respondents will each have to answer a questionnaire given one of the following scenarios. The
structure of the scenarios is based on the scenarios of Malhotra et al. (2004) and Barret (2004).
Table 3 Survey scenarios
Scenario 1
The scene: You are visiting a virtual community. The community offers you the ability to get information about a topic that has your
particular interest. Issues: The website of the community changes. From now you only will be able to anonymously ask questions to and get
recommendations from other unknown and anonymous users of the same community. The question: Please give your opinion on the
following statements. (If this scenario is not a change to your community, this response is used to test validity)
Scenario 2
The scene: You are visiting a virtual community. The community offers you the ability to get information about a topic that has your
particular interest. Issues: The website of the community changes. From now you only will be able to ask questions to and get
recommendations from other users of the same community when your identity is visible for other users. The question: Please indicate how
your opinion about the statements changes. (If this scenario is not a change to your community, this response is used to test validity)
Scenario 3
The scene: You are visiting a virtual community. The community offers you the ability to get information about a topic that has your
particular interest. Issues: The website of the community changes. From now you will only be able to communicate with users who have a
profile that is for 25% similar to yours on at least one for you important variable. For instance, this person lives in the same geographical
area. Or the person has other, but not all, characteristics in common. You will be able to ANONYMOUSLY ask questions to and get
recommendations from users with somewhat the same background. The question: Please indicate how your opinion about the statements
changes. (SCREENSHOT WITH INDICATION OF SIMILARITY, see appendix B)
Scenario 4
The scene: You are visiting a virtual community. The community offers you the ability to get information about a topic that has your
particular interest. Issues: The website of the community changes. From now you will only be able to communicate with users who have a
profile that is slightly similar to yours (+/- 25%) on at least for you one important variable. For instance, this person lives in the same
geographical area as you do. You will be able to ask questions to and get recommendations from users with somewhat the same
background. Your identity will be visible for the other users. The question: Please indicate how your opinion about the statements changes.
(SCREENSHOT WITH INDICATION OF SIMILARITY, see appendix B)
Scenario 5
The scene: You are visiting a virtual community. The community offers you the ability to get information about a topic that has your
particular interest. Issues: The website of the community changes. From now you will only be able to communicate with users who have a
profile that is highly similar (>85%) to yours on at least for you one important variable. For instance, this person lives in the same
geographical area as you do and has the same income and family situation. You will be able to anonymously ask questions to and get
recommendations from users with the same background. The question: Please indicate how your opinion about the statements changes.
(SCREENSHOT WITH INDICATION OF SIMILARITY, see appendix B)
Scenario 6
The Scene: You are visiting a virtual community. The community offers you the ability to get information about a topic that has your
particular interest. Issues: The website of the community changes. From now you will only be able to communicate with users who have a
profile that is highly similar (>85%) to yours on at least for you one important variable. For instance, this person lives in the same
geographical area as you do and has the same income and family situation. You will be able to ask questions to and get recommendations
from users with the same background. Your identity will be visible for the other users. The question: Please indicate how your opinion
about the statements changes. (SCREENSHOT WITH INDICATION OF SIMILARITY, see appendix B)

Personality characteristics
Profiles of people acting in groups are often built on either demographical facts, personality
characteristics or both. In some cases these personality characteristics come into existence by means
of experiences or beliefs like in Malhotra et al. (2004), in other cases one can think of personality
characteristics like openness to new experiences or other personality characteristics of the Big 5
theory (Judge et al. 1999; Gosling et al. 2003). By means of this survey there a combination of both is
tested. The respondents were asked to fill in demographic characteristics (as shown above) as well as
personality characteristics (Big 5). However nothing is hypothesized about possible effects of the
personality characteristics, there will be tested whether the hypothesized are stronger or less strong
when respondents score high on a specific characteristic. For the measurement of the Big-Five
personality profile, the Big 5 theory in combination with the TIPI approach from Gosling et al. (2003)
(7 steps Likert-scale; anchored by a “strongly disagree …vs.… strongly agree”) was used. The TIPI
approach is a shorter version of the regular Big-Five personality test with roughly the same results
(Gosling et al. 2003).
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Table 4: Measurement model
Items
(0) Demographic Characteristic variables
Age
Sex
Educational Level
Salary/year
In which virtual community are recently the most active?
Frequency of site usage (Daily, couple times/week, once a week, once a month, less)
Period of active membership of community (<0.5, 0.5-1, 1-1.5, 1.5-2,> 2 years)
(1) Similarity to peers
(2) Informational value (Info)
I find the information on this ZZZ forum to be valuable
I consider this ZZZ forum as an information resource
There is unique value in the ZZZ forum
The information on this ZZZ forum is to me not valuable at all. (R)
(3) Perceived expertise of peers (peop)
Other users on the forum have the expertise to give valuable information on the topics discussed in this ZZZ forum
My peers have good knowledge about the products and services that are available in this CONTEXT
I can learn from my peers on this ZZZ forum
Other users on the ZZZ forum don’t have good knowledge about the topics which are addressed within the discussions (R)
(4) Trust
I would base an important decision on advice I received from the contributors to this ZZZ forum.
Contributors to the ZZZ forum have high integrity and will treat my personal information discretely.
I expect that other users of the ZZZ forum have good intentions towards me
I do not doubt the honesty of other users of the ZZZ forum
(5) Social Value (SV)
I think of the patrons of this ZZZ forum as my extended family
Participating on this ZZZ forum provides an important source of friendships for me
This ZZZ forum provides a sounding board for my ideas
I would rely on the personal support I get from others in this ZZZ forum.
(6) Anonymity
(7) Intention to participate continuously
Baring unforeseen circumstances I would continue to come to this community indefinitely.
If I were completely free to choose, I would continue to use this community
I expect to join this community as long as possible.
I intend to participate with this community for a longer period
Intention to participate actively (Poster)
I am willing to actively participate in this community of every possible item
I will make an effort to participate actively

37

Factor Loadings

Sources
Nonnecke et al. (2006)
-

0.942
0.905
0.893
0,689

Mathwick et al. (2008)
Mathwick et al. (2008)
Mathwick et al. (2008)
Mathwick et al. (2008)

0.918
0.943
0.900
Deleted

Eby et al. (2004)
Unknown
Unknown
Eby et al. (2004)

0.835
0.841
0.814
0.816

Mathwick et al. (2008)
Mathwick et al. (2008)
Hwang & Kim (2007)
Hwang & Kim (2007)

0.779
0.764
0.758
0.867

Mathwick et al. (2008)
Mathwick et al. (2008)
Mathwick et al. (2008)
Mathwick et al. (2008)

0.922
0.959
0.969
0.942

(Armstrong- Stassen, 2008)
(Armstrong- Stassen, 2008)
(Armstrong- Stassen, 2008)
(Bosnjak et al. 2005)

0.962
0.935

(Bosnjak et al. 2005)
(Bosnjak et al. 2005)

I will try to participate in discussions
My intention to actively participate in this community is very low… very strong
Intention to participate Passively (Lurker)
I am not willing to participate actively in this community of every possible item, although I am willing to read the posted comments
when interesting for me
I will make an effort to participate passively
I will not try to participate in discussion
My intention to participate passively is very low….very strong
(8) Personality Characteristics (Big-Five scale, 10 TIPI items)
Extraversion
I see myself as extraverted, enthusiastic
I see myself as reserved, quiet (R)
Agreebleness
I see myself as sympathic, warm
I see myself as critical, quarrelsome (R)
Conscientiousness
I see myself as dependable, self-disciplined
I see myself as disorganized, careless (R)
Emotional Stability
I see myself as calm, emotional stable
I see myself as anxious, easily upset (R)
Openness to New Experience
I see myself as open to new experiences, complex and creative
I see myself as conventional, uncreative (R)
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0.968
Deleted

(Bosnjak et al. 2005)
(Bosnjak et al. 2005)

Deleted

(Bosnjak et al. 2005)

Deleted
Deleted
Deleted

(Bosnjak et al. 2005)
(Bosnjak et al. 2005)
(Bosnjak et al. 2005)

1.000
0.521

Gosling et al. (2003)
Gosling et al. (2003)

0.767
0.820

Gosling et al. (2003)
Gosling et al. (2003)

0.670
0.987

Gosling et al. (2003)
Gosling et al. (2003)

0.906
0.832

Gosling et al. (2003)
Gosling et al. (2003)

0.568
0.990

Gosling et al. (2003)
Gosling et al. (2003)

6. Data analysis & Results
In this research partial least squares (PLS) structural equation modeling approach is been used to
validate the construct measures and to test the hypothesized relationships shown in the structural
model. The SmartPLS 2.0 M3 Beta (Ringle, Wende & Will, 2005) software is used for the
analysis. The choice for PLS was mainly motivated by two considerations. First, some constructs
in this study where measured by unverified measures (construct perceived expertise of peers and
construct of trust). PLS allows one to assess the measurements in the contexts of this conceptual
model (Tiwana & Bush, 2005). Second, the response rate to the survey was, due to time
constraints, considerably low. PLS is shown to be accurate with a sample size of at least 10 times
the amount of predictors of the construct with the most predictors in the model (van Raaij &
Schepers, 2008). In the conceptual model in this study, the construct ‘intention to participate
within a virtual community’ has the largest amount of predictors, namely four. Therefore a
sample size of at least 40 is needed if one applies this guideline in this research. In this study a
sample size of 57 realized. Other PLS studies have shown stable results in the field of technology
adoption with a sample size according to this guideline or even less (van Raaij & Schepers,
2008).
A PLS model is usually analyzed and interpreted sequentially in two stages, first the
assessment of the measurement model (reliability and validity) and second, the assessment of the
structural model, testing the hypotheses (Hulland, 1999). In other words, first there is tested
whether the constructs actually differ from each other and whether the items actually measure the
corresponding construct, before any conclusions are drawn.
Comparison of three models
While analyzing the results of the questionnaire, initially the structural model in figure 10a was
tested. But subsequently two alternative models (model 2 & 3) were also tested to fit on the data
of which the one in figure 10b corresponds with the eventually preferred, and in chapter 4
proposed, model. Adapting the initial model (figure 10a) was done based on the finding that from
the inter correlation matrix of constructs was found that the dependent variables informational
value (Info), trust, perceived expertise of peers (PEOP) and social value (SV) all correlate
remarkably high with each other. Furthermore, when analyzing the structural model, similarityto-peers is shown to just have a significant positive effect on what was previously (see paragraph
3.4.1.3) described as ‘context’-related constructs; PEOP and trust. It raised the question whether
similarity-to-peers has an effect on the participation behavior by influencing the PEOP and trust
constructs, which on their turn influence the ‘value’ constructs (informational value and social
value). The perceived expertise of peers trust construct have in common that they are based upon
a perception of the expertise and the trustworthiness of the source of information (i.e. the
‘context’ around the information; its source) they receive rather than the perception of the virtual
community as a whole. Furthermore after analyzing model 1 (figure 10a) anonymity seemed to
have a positive moderating effect on the similarity-to-peers (+)Æ perceived expertise of peers
relation. Therefore, after assessing model 1, all possible other relations (in both directions)
between all these constructs were tested and model 2 (and subsequently model 3) were developed
(see figure 10b and 10c respectively) from taking only the significant, the relevant and the ‘by
means of literature plausible explainable’ relations that are explained by this dataset. The model 3
(figure 10c) was mainly used to test to which extend the similarity-to-peers construct acts as a
moderator variable. The goal of all this was to get a better model fit. In the next paragraphs the
results of the assessment of the measurement model (paragraph 6.1) and structural models
(paragraph 6.2) using the PLS technique are described, the preferred model is chosen and
conclusions are drawn.
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6.1 Validity & Reliability
The first step in assessing the PLS model is to assess the measures of the constructs. This step
tests whether the measurement model has sufficient individual item reliability, convergent
validity and discriminant validity (Hulland, 1999; Tiwana & Bush, 2005; van Raaij & Schepers,
2008) and is done the reflective way (Tenenhaus, Vinzi, Chatelin & Lauro, 2005; Hulland, 1999).
Measurement model assessment
First the individual item reliability must be showed by demonstrating that all items load with
statistically significant loadings that meet the threshold level of 0.5 (suggested by Peterson, 2000
in; van Raaij & Schepers, 2008; Hulland, 1999) on the corresponding constructs. This loading
testing is done using the Smart PLS software which runs in fact a confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) (van Raaij & Schepers, 2008) and was confirmed for all items except for the fourth item of
the perceived expertise of peers construct (peop4) and three of the four items corresponding with
the ‘intention to participate passively’ as they have loadings below the threshold level of 0.5 (i.e.
no reliability). Among the items related to the ‘intention to participate passively’ construct was
moreover very low consistency (since the composite reliability 0.508 and Cronbach’s alpha
0.618; both did not meet the threshold levels of 0.7; i.e. no convergent validity). Furthermore, one
of the items correlated negatively with the construct intention to participate passively. For all
three models the intention to participate passively is not significantly influenced by an increase in
trust, similarity, informational or social value. All this implies that items were either poorly
phrased, inappropriate, or inappropriate transferred to this particular context (Hulland, 1999).
Since any possible effects on or of the ‘intention to participate passively’ are ambiguous, the
responses to the items related to the ‘intention to participate passively’ construct are deleted from
the dataset (see table 4). Therefore only the intention to participate actively and continuously is
further used in the assessment of the measurement model and structural models.
Second the convergent validity must be showed by means of the composite reliability
measure (available in SmartPLS 2.0 M3 Beta; Ringle et al., 2005), or by means of the Cronbach’s
alpha. The composite reliability should be at least 0.7 for all constructs (Cortina, 1993; Tenenhaus
et al., 2005) and considering the amount of items per construct (< 4) used in this study, a
Cronbach’s alpha of also 0.7 or greater indicates unidimensionality within the block of items
measuring that particular construct (Cortina, 1993). In table 5 the values resulting from the
measurement model assessment derived from the SmartPLS program are presented. The results
show that the composite reliability as well as the Cronbach’s alpha exceed 0.7 for every
remaining construct.
Table 5
Summary of quality criteria derived from the PLS analysis (R2 & Redundancy of model 2 are presented here; all other
values are related to model 1,2 & 3)

Constructs
Intention to participate
(actively)

Informational value
Perceived expertise of peers
Social value
Trust
Average
Goodness of fit of structural
model 2

AVE/
Communality

Composite
Reliability

R2

Cronbach’s
Alpha

Redundancy

0,912
0,745
0,847
0,629
0,683

0,969
0,920
0,943
0,871
0,896

0,663
0,653
0,417
0,530
0,389

0,952
0,883
0,910
0,807
0,848

-0,007
0,480
0,165
0,004
0,250

0,763
0,636

0,530

To assess discriminant validity, first an exploratory factor analysis should be performed (Tiwana
& Bush, 2005), and the items should load higher on their corresponding constructs than on the
other constructs (Tiwana & Bush, 2005), which was confirmed for all remaining constructs (thus
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after deleting the not valid and reliable items and deleting the ‘intention to participate passively’
construct) for all models. Furthermore the Fornell & Larcker (1981; in Hulland, 1999) test should
be applied, which argues that the square root of average variance extracted (AVE) for each
construct should exceed the interconstruct correlations (Hulland, 1999; van Raaij & Schepers,
2008). Hulland (1999) claims that performing just the Fornell & Larcker test, already provides
enough evidence for showing the ab- or presence of discriminant validity.
In table 6 the discriminant validity per construct is assessed. On the diagonal the square
root of the average variance extracted (AVE) is presented. These values exceeded the
interconstruct correlations (Fornell & Larcker, 1981; in Hulland, 1999; van Raaij Schepers, 2008)
which are presented below the diagonal. Hence is concluded that after convergent validity also
discriminant validity is present in the measurement model.
Table 6
Discriminant validity measurement model

Intention to
participate
Intention to
participate (actively)
Informational
value
Perceived
expertise of peers
Social value
Trust

Informational value

Perceived expertise of peers

Social value

0,920
0,536
0,624

0,793
0,728

Trust

0,955
0,621

0,863

0,590
0,735
0,669

0,807
0,608
0,694

0,826

The square root of the AVE of the constructs is sited on the diagonal. These values should exceed the interconstruct correlations
(Fornell & Larcker, 1981 in van Raaij & Schepers, 2008) to show discriminant validity. However the differences are not large for
every construct, this condition is satisfied for all constructs.

6.2 Testing of hypotheses
The second step in assessing the PLS model is to assess the structural model which represents the
hypothesized (see chapter 4) relationships between the measured constructs (Tiwana & Bush,
2005; Hulland, 1999). In the discussion of the structural model assessment is started with the
initial model (1). Subsequently is explained how and why model 2 and 3 were developed and why
model 2 eventually turned out to be the preferred one and is eventually proposed in chapter 4. In
this paragraph the presumed relations are just assessed, in chapter 7 the conclusions will be put in
a broader context and in chapter 8 practical implications will be discussed. In chapter 9 the
limitations of this research are evaluated.
Structural model assessment
The statistical significance of the relationships that are presumed in the structural model is
assessed with a bootstrapping procedure with replacement to generate the t-values (Ridings et al.,
2002). By means of the bootstrapping procedure with 500 resamples, the structural model can be
validated (i.e. retrieving robust estimates) by using random subsets of the data. The more
resamples are drawn; the more reasonable the standard error estimates are (Tenenhaus et al.,
2005). The results of the PLS structural model assessment are summarized in figure 10 (10 a, b &
c for model 1,2 and 3 respectively) and show what significant (positive or negative) relations are
found in every model.
For model 1 similarity-to-peers was found to have a direct positive effect on the
perceived expertise of peers (H2) as well as the trust in peers within the virtual community (H5),
but no significant relations were found between similarity-to-peers and social value (H7) or
informational value (H1). Nevertheless an increase in informational (H4) and social value (H8)
has a positive impact on the intention to continue participating as well as the intention to
participate actively in model 1. The informational value of a virtual community is positively
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influenced by an increase in perceived expertise of peers (H3). Thus the effects of similarity-topeers on the intention to participate actively and continuously are positive through the constructs
perceived expertise of peers and subsequently the positive effect of that construct on the
informational value coming. There was no significant direct relation between similarity-to-peers
and the intention to participate continuously/ actively and none of the presumed moderating
effects of anonymity on the relations of the trust, informational value and social value constructs
to the intention to participate continuously/ actively was found. Therefore in model 1 only the
hypotheses H2, H3, H4, H5 and H8 are accepted.
Goodness of Fit
When testing the structural model, the goodness of fit (Gof) was measured as follows;

Gof = Communality × R 2 (Tenenhaus et al., 2005). Since the primary objective of a PLS
approach is maximizing the variance explained rather than minimizing the difference between
observed and reproduced covariance matrices (van Raaij & Schepers, 2008) the presented Gof
measure can only provide a global validation of the model, contrary to the stronger χ 2 and related
measures when using a SEM approach (Tenenhaus et al., 2005). The quality of a PLS model can
nevertheless also be measured by examining the R 2 values of the dependent constructs, which
shows the amount of variance of the dependent constructs is explained by the particular model
(Hulland, 1999). Furthermore the redundancy coefficient (see table 5) measures the percent of
variance in the items for the dependent factor is explained by the other factors (i.e. constructs).
This may modify the evaluation of R2 as a model fit measure (Garson, Web Source 24, 2009). In
this research the R2 values in combination with redundancy measures are used to validate the
structural models. However only usable as a global validation, the Gof measures are used to
compare the three models tested. In the case of the initial model (model 1), the explained variance
by the constructs is considerably low ( R 2 = 0.307), but not much redundancy is present. A Gof1
of 0.484 was realized (model with intention to participate actively). In figure 10a (on next page)
the results of the intention to participate actively/continuously are shown. Where the figures in the
figure are divided by a slash (/), the results for the intention to participate actively and
respectively continuously differed and both are presented in that sequence (actively/continuously).
Development of Model 2
Since high construct intercorrelation was found, the significance of all possible relations between
the constructs PEOP, Trust, Info and SV was tested. This testing of possibly significant relations
after the assessment of model 1 has lead to the development of model 2 (figure 10b) where three
new relationships are presumed and added to the initial model (1). There is found that the
construct PEOP positively influences the construct trust and the value constructs (Info and SV) of
a virtual community. The presumed moderating effects of the sensitivity of the information
shared (H12 in model 1) are deleted in model 2 since almost all respondents used a group at a
social networking site as virtual community to relate the questions to, and therefore a difference
in sensitivity of information shared was obviously not present. The newly developed hypotheses
added in model 2 are as earlier presented in chapter 4; hypotheses H3b, H6b and H10.
In the figures that represent models 2 and 3 (figures 10b & c) only the effects on the intention to
participate actively are presented for clarity reasons, but all effects can also significantly be found
for the intention to participate continuously. The models 2 and 3 with the dependent variable
‘intention to participate continuously’ are presented in appendix C (see figures C10b & C10c).
One difference should however not be unnoticed. In model 2 with the dependent variable
‘intention to participate continuously’ a positive direct relation can be found for the relation
PEOP (+) Æ Intention to participate continuously. The relation Info (+) Æ Intention to participate
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continuously is in that case not significant anymore. However the direct relation of PEOP to the
intention to participate is not hypothesized and the relation of info on the intention to participate
continuously is significant without the direct relation from PEOP on the continuously dependent
variable, this finding is remarkable enough to be mentioned and therefore also graphically
presented in figure C10c in Appendix C.

Anonymity
Informational value
(65.3%)

H4 (0.241*/
0.466)**

H9(-)
(n.s.)

H1 (n.s.)
H3 (0.795)***
H2 (0.365)** Perceived Expertise
of peers (13.3%)
Similarity-to-peers

Intention to actively/
continue participate
in virtual
community (66.4%
/67.5%)

H11
(n.s.)

H5 0.223/
(0.223)*
Trust in peers
(4.9%/ 5.0%)

H6 (n.s.)

H8 (0.625)/
0.557)*

H7 n.s.

H12 (not tested)

Social Value (3.4%/
4.7%)

Sensitivity of
information that is
shared in
community
2

2

Figure 10a. PLS results model 1. Notes: Variance explained ( R ) between brackets. R and path coefficients divided
between the intention to participate actively and the intention to continue participating when differences occurred. *
Path coefficient significant at the 0.05 level; ** at the 0.01 level; *** at the 0.001 level.

Structural Model 2 vs. structural Model 1
When comparing the PLS results of structural model 2 with structural model 1, first of all is
noticed that the R 2 values are considerably higher in model 2 compared to model 1 which implies
a better explanation of the variance of the dependent variables by model 2. Also the Gof measure
of model 2 is considerably higher (Gof2 = 0.636; with intention to participate actively) than the
Gof1 (0.484). When subsequently considering the assessed relations, again a positive impact of
similarity-to-peers on perceived expertise of peers (PEOP) (H2) is found in model 2, and again no
effect of similarity-to-peers on social value (SV) (H7) and informational value (Info) (H1) is
present. Remarkably, in contrast to model 1, in model 2 the relation similarity-to-peers to Trust is
not present anymore (H5). The latter is mainly caused by adding the new path PEOP (+)Æ Trust
(representing hypothesis H3b) which is much more significant than the Similarity-to-peers (+)Æ
Trust path, which implies that more variance in Trust is caused by variance in PEOP rather than
by variance in similarity-to-peers. After analyzing this in the data and the literature (see H3b in
chapter 4), the positive effect of PEOP on Trust was presumed, added and accepted in model 2
(compared to model 1, also tested for what direction shows the most significant path). The PLS
results of model 2 further show that an increased PEOP has a positive impact on informational
value (H3a), trust (H3b) and social value, however the effect of PEOP on social value goes trough
trust (H6b) (model 2 also tested with direct relation PEOP (+) Æ SV, but less significance was
found). Anonymity is found to have a positive moderating effect on the relation between
similarity-to-peers and PEOP, which leads to the acceptance of hypotheses 10. In model 2 (just as
in model 3) initially a positive effect of trust on informational value was found. This relation was,
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however, not added to model 2 as it was considered to be not relevant, since the direct relations
PEOP (+) Æ informational value and PEOP (+)Æ trust show that an increase in informational
value is mainly caused by variance in PEOP and less by variance in Trust. The variance in PEOP
is furthermore the main cause causes of the variance in Trust, what on its turn then causes the
variance in informational value. Thus, since the variance in trust is mainly caused by variance in
PEOP and PEOP is already showed to influence informational value, the addition of the direct
relation Trust (+) Æ informational value was, however significant, considered to be not relevant.
In model 2 as well as in model 1, a positive effect of social value on the intention to
participate continuously and actively can be found (H8). In both models also the informational
value of a virtual community had a positive effect on the intention to participate actively and
continuously within that community (H4).
In sum, the hypotheses H2, H3a, H3b, H4, H6b, H8 and H10 are accepted in model 2.
But nothing can be said about the influence of an anonymous setting on the all relations to the
intention to participate (H9). Furthermore obviously again no direct significant relation between
similarity-to-peers and the intention to participate (H11) was found as well as no significant direct
relation between trust and the intention to participate (H6a).
Concluding can be remarked that the general perceptions of the individual credibility and the
trustworthiness of others within a virtual community have an influence on the perceived value
(informational and social) of a virtual community as a whole. New in this research is that these
general perceptions are positively influenced by similarity-to-peers in a virtual community
context (groups on a social networking site, more specifically). Then eventually, the intention to
participate increases due to the increased perceived informational and/ or social value.
Anonymity

Anonymity

H9(-) n.s.
H1 n.s.
H3a
0.795***

H10
0.269**

H2
0.39***
Similarity-to-peers in
virtual community
H5 n.s.

Informational value
of virtual community
(65.3%)

Perceived value of
virtual community as
a whole

Perceived expertise
of peers in virtual
community
(41.7%)
Perception of
peers in virtual
community

H3b
0.628***

H4
0.249*
Intention to
participate actively
within virtual
community (66.3%)

H6a
n.s.

Trust in peers in
virtual community
(38.9%)

H8
0.620**

H6b
0.724***
Social value of
virtual community
(53 %)

H7 n.s.

H11 n.s.
2

Figure 10b. PLS results model 2. Notes: Variance explained ( R ) between brackets. * Path coefficient significant at
the 0.05 level; ** at the 0.01 level; *** at the 0.001 level. Results for intention to continue participating are comparable
and shown in appendix C.
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Structural Model 3
In model 3, in contrast to model 1 and 2, the exogenous variable similarity-to-peers is modeled as
a moderator variable on four relations; PEOP (+)Æ Info, PEOP (+)Æ SV, Trust (+)Æ SV and
Trust (+)Æ Info. This is proposed based on the found high inter correlations between the
constructs (see table 6) which could probably be caused by a moderator effect of the similarity-topeers construct on the relations between these 4 constructs. There is presumed that more variance
of the presumably positive relations between the constructs Trust & PEOP and the constructs Info
& SV is explained in a setting where people are more similar to their peers (see moderator effects
in figure 10c) based on the finding in model 2 that the perception of individuals in virtual
community has an effect on perception of the virtual community as a whole.
In model 3, just as in model 2, PEOP has a positive influence on Trust (hypothesis H3b in
model 2) and furthermore just as in model 1 and 2, also in model 3 PEOP has a positive effect on
the informational value construct. But contrary to model 2 (however eventually not added to
model 2), in model 3 the path PEOP (+)Æ SV is not significant at all. The main finding in model
3 is that similarity has a significant positive moderating effect (0.193) on the Trust (+) Æ Info
relationship. This implies that the more one Trusts the other peers, the more one values the
information that can be gained from the community as a whole and that this relation is even
stronger for participants who are similar on for that particular matter relevant variables. Further
no surprising results were found, having analyzed model 1 and 2 before. The relations are
presented in figure 10 c; the significant ones are project in bold.
The third model, shows a better fit (Gof3 = 0.615; with intention to participate actively)
compared to model 1 (Gof1 = 0.484), but not as good as model 2 (Gof2 = 0.636). Also the
R 2 values are considerably higher in model 3 compared to model 1 which again implies a better
explanation of the variance of the dependent variables by the model. But on average the R 2 of
model 2 is still larger ( R 2 of model 3 is 0.496; model 2 has a R 2 of 0.53).
Since the best Gof and higher values of R 2 are realized, and moreover less changes to the
original model were made (since similarity is tested as predictor variable instead of a moderator
variable in the first place), model 2 is the preferred model in this research. Furthermore the direct
effect of similarity in model 2 is stronger and more significant than the only significant moderator
effect in model 3. This again implies a deletion of H12 and that three new hypotheses (H3b, H6b
and H10) were added.
Similarity-to-peers

Anonymity
n.s.

n.s.
Perceived expertise
of peers (13.2%)

0.600***

n.s.

n.s.
n.s.
Informational value
(75.0%)

0.193*

0.332**

n.s.
Perception
of peers in
virtual
community

Intention to
participate actively
(64.8%)

Perceived value of virtual
community as a whole

0.626***
0.303**

Trust in peers
(39.2%)

Social value
(55.5%)
0.646***

0.727***
n.a.
n.a.
Sensitivity

2

Figure 10c. PLS results model 3. Notes: Variance explained ( R ) between brackets. * Path coefficient significant at
the 0.05 level; ** at the 0.01 level; *** at the 0.001 level. Results for intention to continue participating are comparable
and shown in appendix C.
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7. Discussion & Conclusions
The motivation of this study was to better understand the phenomenon of virtual communities (1)
and to summarize the drivers for people to join a virtual community (2) in order to get an
overview of examples to stimulate participation within a virtual community for the Dialogues
Incubator, which than can be used for the development of online platforms. Moreover
investigating the effects of similar characteristics among peers on the perception of others within
the virtual community (3), on the perception of the value of the virtual community as a whole (4),
and on the participants’ intentions to participate within a virtual community (5) is a motivator for
this study as these effects could possibly lead to a new and unique driver to participate within a
virtual community. The first two motivations are addressed by performing an extensive literature
review in chapter 3, the latter three are addressed by the empirical research. For the empirical
research three PLS models were developed and tested in a context of groups on social networking
sites as LinkedIn, Facebook and Hyves.nl. The results of these models were shortly discussed
earlier. Below the conclusions of the analysis of the preferred structural model 2 are brought to a
broader level together with more general conclusions of the complete research including the main
conclusions of the literature review. In table 7 on page 57 an overview of the findings is
presented.
Conclusions of Model 2:
First there is in this research empirically shown that being more similar to others on for
the specific matter (question, information exchange) important variables has a positive effect on
the perceived expertise of those people within the context of a virtual community in the form of a
group related to a Social Networking Site (SNS). This finding holds especially in an anonymous
setting as this relation is positively moderated by anonymity, implying that in an anonymous
setting similarity to a peer becomes a more important addition to the context information of a peer
when perceiving his/ her expertise. This extends existing literature as it empirically shows that
similarity can at least partially counteract the negative effects of anonymity on the perception of
others in an online environment. Apparently similarity of receivers’ context to the source’s, thus
positively influences the perceived credibility of this source. This thus means in practice that if
participants are both related to a similar object (e.g. alumni of same faculty on same university)
one perceives the other more as an expert. This is probably caused by the fact that similarity leads
to a better perception of one’s context and that one can characterize the context the best when it is
similar to one’s own as there is more implicit information available to determine the credibility or
believability of the information when similarity is present, which is also seen as one of the criteria
to filter valuable information (Wathen & Burkell, 2002). Receivers’ show moreover a more
trusting attitude towards the source as the perceived expertise of peers positively influences the
trust in peers. The latter is probably caused by the message familiarity that comes along with
similarity as well as the shared views and ‘language’ which also leads to an increase in perceived
information quality (Chui et al., 2006).
The positive effect of similarity-to-peers on the perception of others expertise implies that
showing the amount of similarity provides and fulfills (at least partially) the role of other drivers
that also ease the perception of the expertise of peers like peer rating, reputation, context
richness, context awareness and relational cohesion (see figure 8). Moreover here is added to the
literature that similarity also in an online environment (just as in real world) has an effect on how
another individual’s expertise is perceived which means that people seem to trust profiles online
(similarity was tested by shared profiles). The latter is in line with the findings of Universal
McCann (2008) that people tend to trust ‘strangers’ online easily.
Subsequently in this research is empirically shown that an increase in the perception of
expertise increases the perceived informational and social value (trough trust) of a virtual
community and subsequently the participants have a higher intention to use the community
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actively and continuously. Informational and social value are in literature already shown to be
predictors for an increased community commitment (Mathwick et al., 2008) and here is thus
added to literature that it also are predictors for a user’s intention to participate actively and
continuously within a virtual community in the form of a group on a social networking site.
In general (i.e. regardless of the topic and on what variables similarity is present) holds
that having roughly similar people being a participant of the same online group on a SNS (i.e. a
virtual community) stimulates the perception of being part of a community of experts and thus the
perception that expertise is available within that community for most subjects (since the more
similar the larger the chance that similarity on for that matter important variables is present).
Main conclusions literature review and empirical study combined
In a knowledge sharing group, regardless the absence or presence of similarity, can in general be
stated that the perception of individuals within a virtual community influences the perception of
the community as a whole (see figure 11). It seems that in general the people within the
community make the community valuable. Getting a correct and positive perception of a source
(i.e. a peer) is therefore concluded to be an important predictor for experiencing more value
(informational & social) of the virtual community.
Perceived expertise
of peers in virtual
community
Perception of
peers in virtual
community

+

+
Intention to
participate actively/
continuously within
virtual community

Perceived value of
virtual community as
a whole

+

Trust in peers in
virtual community

Informational value
of virtual community

+

Social value of
virtual community

+

Figure 11; A general observation of the PLS results of model 2. There can be stated that virtual community facilitators should increase
the perceived expertise of participants one is communicating with, as that influences the value of a the community a whole and
eventually the participation intentions.

Drivers to participate
In chapter 3 is shown that main drivers for participants of a virtual community are being able to
validate the credibility and the trustworthiness of the other participants in a virtual community.
Furthermore to gain high quality information, to be able to express oneself, to be able to have
social interaction, perceiving a high purposive value and having access to altruism and reciprocity
are found to be important drivers to participate within a virtual community (see figure 8 in
chapter 3 for summary of drivers for participation).
Intentions lead to actual behavior
The acceptance of H4 and H8 thus extends the existing literature as it empirically shows that
informational value and social value increase the intention to participate either continuously and
actively in a virtual community in a group form related to a social networking site. Following and
inferring the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) to this particular context (based on findings of
Lederer et al., 2000 that find that the TAM is also applicable in online contexts and that Malhotra
& Galetta (1999) claim that the TAM is based on the TRA), these intentions should eventually
also lead to an actual an increase in participation (Malhotra & Galetta, 1999). In table 7 an
overview of the found relations is presented.

47

Table 7
Summary of findings model 2

Dependent
variable
Info

Supported?

H1 (+)

Independent
variable
S-t-P

H2 (+)
H3a (+)

S-t-P
PEOP

PEOP
Info

Yes
Yes

H3b (+)

PEOP

Trust

Yes

H4 (+)

Info

Intention

Yes

H5 (+)

S-t-P

Trust

No

H6a (+)

Trust

Intention

No

H6b (+)

Trust

SV

Yes

H7 (+)

S-t-P

SV

No

H8 (+)

SV

Intention

Yes

H9 (-)

M.V.*

M.V.

No

H10 (+)

M.V.

M.V.

Yes

H11 (+)

S-t-P

Intention

No

No

Comments
Similarity does not directly affect perceived informational
value of community as a whole
But it does affect perceived expertise of others
The perception of credibility (PEOP) is an important
predictor for perceived informational value
and perceived trustworthiness of peers within the
community
The perceived informational value influences eventually
the intention to perform participation behavior
adding H3b caused this relation to be not significant in this
model as more variance in trust was explained by PEOP.
The perception of trustworthiness of other users does not
influence directly the intention to participate
The perception of trustworthiness of the community’s
participants influences the perceived social value of the
community as a whole
Similarity does not directly affect perceived social value of
community as a whole
The perceived social value influences eventually the
intention to participate
Anonymity does not act as a moderator variable on the
relations Info Æ Intention, Trust Æ Intention and SV
Intention
In an anonymous setting, variance in S.t.P explains more
variance in PEOP.
Similarity does not directly affect the intention to
participate of community as a whole

*: Moderator variable
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8. Managerial implications
As stated above this study makes several contributions to the literature. From these theoretical
conclusions of this study also some managerial implications considering the context of this
research can be derived. In this chapter is shown that this study is in particular interesting for
organizers of virtual communities who are aiming to stimulate the activity within their
community (to build). In general is stated that the finding in chapter 3 of the many different
drivers to stimulate participation within a virtual community underlines that researchers and
practitioners should actively pursue various ways to facilitate and encourage different people to
share information or knowledge with others online.
Managerial Implications empirical study combined with literature review
From the empirical study is shown that the perception of other participants is positively
related to the perception of the virtual community as a whole, implying that the people make the
community. From other research was in paragraph 3.5.1. shown that participants usually seek out
media in a goal directed way to fulfill a set of motivations (Dholakia et al., 2004), that people
come together and create communities because the satisfaction of their needs depends on
cooperation with others (Baker & Ward, 2002) and that there are positive effects on participation
behavior coming from the ability to check trustworthiness and credibility widely shown (Ma &
Agarwal, 2006; Tiwana & Bush, 2005; and supported with the findings of the empirical part of
this study). If all this is combined with the findings of testing model 2, there can be concluded
that providing (i.e. making cooperation possible) the right connection (i.e. a trustworthy and
credible source) in the right situation (request for information context; i.e. nature of information
requested) can have a positive effect on the perceived value and intention to participate
continuously and actively within a virtual community since informational value and social value
are heavily influenced by perceived trust and perceived expertise of peers.
Therefore a main recommendation for organizers of a virtual community is first that they should
facilitate having a correct and extensive perception of other participants within the virtual
community (i.e. being able to verify the credibility and trustworthiness of others) and second that
an organizer of a virtual community should make sure that this perception of others in within
virtual community is most of the time positive (since that is what increases the perceived value of
the community as a whole). The first can be achieved by, showing co presence (e.g. instant
messenger, chat room), provide opportunities for self-presentation (e.g. showing user name,
signature, nickname profile, personal page and interactive tools), provide deep profiling (e.g.
member directories, reputation rankings, feedback, ‘who did what’ feature and archive and
searching tools) and also by showing the amount of similarity on for the matter important
variables (Ma & Agarwal, 2007; Tiwana & Bush, 2005; empirical part of this study). The second
can be achieved by facilitating that one easily gets to communicate with the right resource and
thus has a positive experience with an individual within the community (e.g. making fast
judgment of expertise possible). To be able to achieve this, context information of a source is
again important (since in some situations a participant will be more satisfied with the answer of
another user then in other situations) and showing similarity again helps increasing the perceived
expertise (i.e. the perception of communicating with the right source). Participants can, however,
think of for example similarity on a specific variable to be more important for different instances;
e.g. participants can use virtual communities for seeking new information from users with a
different context and seeking opinions of like minded people.
Further a clearly communication of the context of the community as a whole (i.e. topics
discussed) is considered to be important as in some communities people will rather act as a
“lurker” while they act more actively (i.e. as posters) in other virtual communities, obviously
dependent on the topics discussed.
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How to facilitate the quick connection to the source is of course the responsibility of the
organizers of the community, nevertheless some suggestions are provided here. However
additional evidence of future research is needed, getting to the right source as quick as possible
can may be achieved by the concept of the clustering of related knowledge, in order to keep a
clear overview. This can be done in de form of stimulating small-focussed groups (as discussed
earlier), by means of selection of response group based on profile variables, and by initiating
Wiki’s. The ability to join small-groups focusing on one specific topic (i.e. the participants have at
least one common/ similar interest, which than automatically increases the perception of the
expertise) can help getting to the right information as quick as possible as it is clear what
communities have experts available on what topic. The formation of a lasting identification as a
member of such a small-group virtual community depends on two mutually dependent factors.
First on the relationship the person has with the topic/ expertise discussed within the community.
Second on the intensity of the of the social relationship the person possess with the other
members (Kozinets, 1999). Having the choice to select a response group can be helpful since
sometimes specific expertise of the one who responds to the question is desired, or sometimes no
expertise is required at all.
Since the initiatives of the Dialogues Incubator usually are aiming to provide a platform
in which high qualitative (but sometimes standard) information about a very specific topic is
instantaneously available on the site next to an active community, a Wiki is described to be one of
the good opportunities to achieve the facilitation of cooperation among users (O’Murchu et al.,
2004) as it allows a community open read and write access to a database of pages even if a user is
not the organizer of the community. This makes it for the organizer easier to keep the site up to
date with the relatively standard interesting information about a specific topic next to the
availability of an active community to get more detailed information from. There should
nevertheless be noted that the user generated content of a wiki can either make the community
successful in a healthy busy community, or could make the community flop as anonymous users
can make unwanted changes to a wiki set. The changes of users to the wiki set can be monitored
by performing active content management, which could overcome the problem of the unwanted
changes. These Wiki’s can also be maintained (and socially controlled) by the earlier mentioned
small focused groups that keep the information concerning their specific expertise up to date. If
similarity than is preferred for the topics that are discussed in the virtual community, a peer
comparison tool (for example see Web source 28, 2009) could be used to positively influence the
perception of peers within the virtual community.
Than if finding the correct source is facilitated, organizers of virtual communities should
furthermore facilitate the best possible interactions to make sure the quality of the information
exchange is at an acceptable level. This can be achieved by providing the ability to choose correct
media richness for every different instance of communication (depending on main topics of site
of course) like fun, professional, questions, answering, statements or opinions (Luxemburg &
Ulijn, 2002). The media richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986) proposes that task performance
(or in this case getting and understanding the right information quickly) will be improved when
task (informational) needs are matched to a medium’s ability to correctly convey the information
needed (Dennis & Valacich, 1999)1. For example, when a specific explanation of knowledge,
thoughts or information is asked, more synchronous (see table 1 in Appendix A), media rich, high
personalization and availability of social cues works the best (Luxemburg & Ulijn, 2002).
1: The purpose of the communication and the audience is shown to determine the most appropriate language use and form of the documentation
(Luxemburg & Ulijn 2002). The media richness theory argues that the amount of richness needed depends on whether the situation is more uncertain or
that more equivocality is present. Situations of high equivocality require higher media richness. In contrast, situations with high uncertainty need a lower
media rich medium. Uncertainty increases as amount of information already available decreases. Then usually people start to ask for facts to increase
their knowledge about a certain topic and clear written answers are sufficient. On the other hand, like mentioned there exists equivocality, which means
ambiguity. This is high when information is multi interpretable and it usually causes confusion and lack of understanding and it means that there is not
just a yes or a no answer possible.
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Additionally there is found that the revenue model of virtual communities requires attention if an
organizer wants to stimulate participation. Revenue models like advertising commission (revenue
model 4) and transaction commission (revenue model 5) are recommended since these models
both have no direct negative effect on the acquisition of new members (Rothaermel & Sugiyama,
2001) which is important for sustaining a virtual community over time (Butler et al., 2002).
Furthermore, people do trust recommendations in social media channels more than web
applications where they have to pay for (Universal McCann, 2008).
The main conclusion of this study is not that similarity-to-peers has a positive effect on the
intention to participate participation, but that being able to come to the right source and the most
satisfying interaction as quick and as easy as possible (i.e. a quick positive perception of expertise
of individuals in the community) has a positive effect on how the virtual community is valued, as
there was empirically shown that the perception of the expertise of other participants (i.e. the
sources) influences the a participants perception of the community as a whole and thus whether a
user is more or less intending to actively and continuously participate. In general however, if the
other participant is similar on for that matter important variables there is a positive effect on the
perceived expertise of that other participant, also if the similarity is not necessarily desired.
Managing to have similar participants in a virtual community thus in general increases the
perceived expertise of the other individuals within that virtual community and thus helps to get to
more satisfying interactions and this relation is even stronger in an anonymous setting.
Nevertheless is similarity sometimes preferred not to be present. Therefore, in general, adding the
possibility (i.e. having the choice) to seek for information from similar people (on for that matter
important variables) is concluded to have an indirect (through perceived expertise, informational
value, trust and social value) positive effect on the intention to participate actively and
continuously.
In practice one can already see some of the recommendations coming into existence on websites
like LinkedIn.com. LinkedIn’s newest product, LinkedIn Answers, allows one to broadcast one’s
business-related questions to both their network and the greater LinkedIn network. The premise is
that one will get more high-value responses from the people in one’s own network than more
open forums (Websource 21, 2009). Furthermore for a longer period, groups have thus come into
existence on social networking sites. These groups usually are formed around one main expertise
or common interest.
Discussion of investments needed to gain from value-proposition
All mentioned benefits of joining and launching a virtual community do not come without any
investments. A facilitator of a community should at least invest in the following three aspects in
order to sustain the virtual community (Butler et al. 2002). First of all a company should deal with
the infrastructure administration (1), which covers developing and maintaining components that
are unique to the needs of the particular virtual community, such as an up-to-date content archive,
ancillary files such as community descriptions and lists of frequently asked questions (FAQ’s),
and the list of people who have access to the community. Secondly a facilitator has to invest in
actually building the website; i.e. take care of technological infrastructure (2). And third an
investment is needed in order to sustain social behavior by managing the social dynamics (i.e.
content management (qualitative and the quantity) and privacy concerns) within the virtual
community (3). Without these virtual community maintenance activities, even sophisticated tools
and infrastructure will not sustain viable virtual communities (Butler et al, 2002). The main
benefits for a facilitator (either commercially or not and also either in- or outside the boundaries
of an organization) of a virtual community are traffic on the site (i.e. publicity and a stage) (1),
self supporting group of customers (i.e. savings on help desk costs; spreading of best-practices
among customers/ participants) (2), co-creation opportunities (error detection, improvements (or
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problem solving) and innovation (generating new lines of business)) (3), the benefits coming
from the chosen revenue model of the virtual community (4), facilitating the transfer of tacit
knowledge (5) (Hislop, 2005; Wenger & Snyder, 2000; Roberts, 2006; Web source 14, 15 & 16).
Because of all the serious investments, and that the benefits of a virtual community are not
directly monetary (except for the benefits of the revenue model), the choice of an appropriate
revenue model becomes even more important in order to be able to justify the investments in a
virtual community as was concluded earlier. Then of course the question rises; “what does the
implementation of all the recommendations cost?” and is it worth investing in it. The answer
obviously depends on a lot different variables. Think of the need of increasing the intention to
participate at the moment (is it needed to support the core competence of a company), what are
the extra cost at that moment, what is already done to increase the participation within a virtual
community and do the expected benefits (non monetary) outweigh the expected additional
(monetary) costs of implementing such a tool. Consider also whether there are any indirect
monetary benefits for the organizer, since when virtual communities are organized by a
(commercial) party, that aims for facilitating social exchanges between virtual community
members, the facilitator may for example create a platform of members who indirectly form an
interesting market for on line advertisements and they can gain insights into the consumer
attitudes and behaviors concerning basically every topic/ product, which is information that can
be sold to third parties (de Valck et al., 2007). In general considering the benefits of having a
very active community, the investment could very well be worth it, but serious consideration per
case is recommended, not in the last place because of the context dependence of the outcomes of
this research. If the Dialogues Incubator department at ABN AMRO is implementing an initiative
of which the success is highly dependent on a very active virtual community (i.e. knowledge
sharing is the surplus value), facilitating getting to the correct and relevant information can help
increase the intention to participate and an investment is easily justified.
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9. Limitations and future research
To this research are, as to every research, limitations and it opens opportunities for future
research. First of all, the sample of only 57 usable respondents is rather limited in size. Previous
studies (in web technology adoption literature) have however, used similar sample sizes and
found stable results (van Raaij & Schepers, 2008). Nevertheless, future research in the virtual
community field should aim for larger sample sizes such that more extensive and accurate
analysis can be performed.
The result of the positive effect of similarity on the perceived expertise of peers has some
limitations, since ‘similarity on the for that specific subject important variables’ was simulated in
the questionnaire used in this study. In practice it could be that participants ask questions related
to different disciplines/ professions to different people. Since what is important to be similar in
what context is not measured in this research and probably even differs per individual, nothing
can be concluded about what participants should be similar in what way for what discussion
context. This is nevertheless an interesting subject for future research.
The conclusions of this study should furthermore be placed in the context of knowledge
sharing groups related to social networking sites since all respondents referred to such virtual
communities. For example, although similarity-to-peers is shown to have no direct effect on
perceived informational and social value or on trust in this virtual context, it can be the case that it
can be effective in other specific cases. One can think of recommendation sites for holidays or for
restaurants and bars. In virtual communities such as groups on a social networking sites are
maybe different topics discussed than on a random open forum, which can have an effect on the
presumed effects. Furthermore could it be that respondents joined the group on the social
networking site because of similarity with others in the group on the first place. This could have
positively biased the presumed relations. On the other hand, since the survey was also posted on
open forums previously and much less response was collected, this could also be seen as an
evidence for the proposed conclusions. Nevertheless future research should investigate how
similarity further influences the perception of peers in a virtual community in general and how it
influences attitudes towards peers besides the perception of the peers’ expertise.
Since the respondents faced one of the 6 scenarios containing three different levels of
similarity (none, low and high) the ones who faced a scenario with similarity “none” could have
faced a scenario (in the scenario of no anonymity) that did not change their actual situation. When
asking those respondents whether the proposed change influenced their opinion on the several
constructs, they obviously (almost) all answered no change (numerical a 3). This could have
biased the data and therefore also an analysis was performed leaving the scenarios with similarity
level “none” out of the data set. The only difference was slightly less significant path coefficients
between the constructs social value and intention to participate and informational value and
intention to participate. But without scenario 1 and 2 the effects of similarity did not change
compared to the complete sample. Therefore the values of the analysis using all 57 respondents
are presented in the analysis in chapter 6. Nevertheless can be stated that due to the scenariobased survey approach there was asked a lot of imagination of the respondents. Furthermore the
opinions gathered from scenario-based survey method are subject to a number of possible biases
such as socially desired answers, always a somehow incomplete picture of situation, changes over
time or an instinctive affection for change. Basing results on scenario-based surveys thus remains
a challenge for future research, as not the actual opinion at the moment it actually happens can be
measured.
Additionally a relatively time consuming survey was put online because all items had to
be answered twice (before scenario and after scenario). This was done to be able to measure the
change of the respondents opinion after a scenario would take place. This is nevertheless not
strictly necessary as one could measure the opinion after showing the scenario without asking a
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reference opinion. Nevertheless is for future research recommended to consider a less time
consuming questionnaire since it would stimulate the response rate.
In this research the change in trust in peers within the virtual community was measured
after implementing a scenario. The magnitude and direction of this change can however be
influenced by a respondents disposition to trust, which was not measured in this research. In
future research is recommended to control for the disposition to trust.
Than the construct ‘intention to participate passively’ and its items were deleted from the dataset,
since no convergent validity was found. This effect may be explained after analyzing the
questions in the questionnaire. The items of the intention to participate passively are stated just
after the items related to the intention to participate actively construct. Since an increase in
informational value and/or social value are positively related to the intention to participate
actively (at least 0.241 for all models) it could be that the respondents wanted to emphasize that
they had a greater intention to participate more actively and, what for them could have implied,
thus a less strong (i.e. decrease or equal) intention to participate (just) passively. They could have
interpreted the questions in the survey in which explicitly the intention to participate passively
was mentioned, the wrong way. Therefore all possible conclusions considering the intention to
participate passively would be ambiguous.
As already suggested in chapter 8, the suggestion for introducing small-groups could be a subject
for future research. However there are some drawbacks from introducing small-focussed groups
on a virtual community. Group think or extreme concurrence in groups is much more likely under
conditions of high social identification (Stets & Burke, 2000), which is usually the case in small
peer groups, especially if all members have at least one object in common. Group think comes
usually with higher amiability and group spirit among the members of a group (inferring Janis’
1971 conclusion of a general off line group to an online group) and comes in the form of
decreased independent critical thinking, which is likely to result in irrational actions (Janis, 1971).
Whether these effects actually occur online, can be subject for future research.
Different Cultures
The effects of similarity on social behavior are culture dependent. According to Schaubroeck &
Lam (2002) personality similarity to peers (for instance; all others in the unit) is positively
associated with promotion in company units with a high individualistic culture. In high
collectivism cultures, supervisor-subordinates personality similarity was instead a significant
predictor for promotions. Using Hofstede’s (web source 19, 2009) theory to analyze this
phenomenon one can conclude that in both collectivism countries such as South American en
Asian countries, which tend to use the internet more then individualistic countries for their social
interactions, as well as individualistic countries, personality similarity plays an important role but
nevertheless in a different way. Where in a more individualistic culture is being just like your
colleagues a strong predictor for promotion, is in a highly collectivism culture however, there is a
positive relationship with promotion if only your personality matches the personality of your
supervisor. From this I see that being similar to somebody in general can have external
advantages as in being trusted because of familiarity with the others (individualistic cultures). But
being similar can also provide advantages internally as in trusting others more when they are
more similar to you (high collectivism cultures). This difference can also have an impact on how
similarity has an effect the perception of other participants but also on how the participant
perceives him or herself as a member of the group. Therefore the magnitude of the effects of
similarity on the perception of peers and eventually on the intention to participate within a virtual
community could differ per culture.
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More suggestions for future research
In the survey also demographic variables and the respondents personality (Big 5) where
measured. The demographical data where checked for having a moderating effects on the
presumed relationships. No significant moderating effects on the presumed relations were found.
Nevertheless these variables could be interesting in a future study with a larger sample size.
Therefore for what kind of information exchange, on what demographic variables and for what
different subjects similarity is preferred by participants of virtual communities is suggested to be
a direction further research could focus on. Including (however it was improperly tested in this
research) the sensitivity of the information shared, which can have a serious effect on the
intention to participate within a virtual community and is recommended to take into account in
future research in this field.
As in this research actually is recommended to enhance getting the right information from a
trustworthy and credible source as quick as possible, the measure Usability and the measure
Efficiency when Networking and Gaining Information within a virtual community could be
interesting for future research to participation behaviour.
In order to test in what situations there are more effects of similarity in virtual community
contexts, a longitudinal study is suggested to the participation activity of participants of different
virtual communities when the functionality of the community is actually changed over time. In
such a longitudinal study one could also test the effects of on online virtual community
segmented in small-focussed groups as was suggested based on findings from the literature
review.
Another suggestion would be to perform an extensive qualitative study and question a
large amount of active virtual community participants in what specific cases or contexts they
really would like the other to have a similar background like themselves.
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Appendix A

Figure A1: Adopted from Websource 25 (2009)

Table A1: Traditional and electronic communication media.
Adopted from Luxemburg & Ulijn, 2002
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Appendix B
Screenshots of scenario’s 3, 4, 5 and 6 respectively.

Figure B3: screenshot of
similarity indication in
scenario 3.

Figure B4: screenshot of
similarity indication in
scenario 4.

Figure B5: screenshot of
similarity indication in
scenario 5.
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Figure B6: screenshot of
similarity indication in
scenario 6.

Appendix C
Anonymity

Anonymity

H9(-) n.s.
H1 n.s.

H10
0.269**

H2
0.39***

Informational value
of virtual community
(65.3%)

H3a
0.795***

Perceived expertise
of peers in virtual
community
(41.7%)

H4
0.503**
+

H3b
0.629***

Similarity-to-peers in
virtual community

Intention to
participate
continuously within
virtual community
(68.0%)

H6a
n.s.

H5 n.s.
Trust in peers in
virtual community
(39.0%)

H8
0.794**

H6b
0.729***
H7 n.s.

Social value of
virtual community
(54.4%)
H11 n.s.

2

Figure C10b. PLS results model 2. Notes: Variance explained ( R ) between brackets. * Path coefficient significant at
the 0.05 level; ** at the 0.01 level; *** at the 0.001 level. Results for intention to participate actively are comparable.

As in chapter 6 already was highlighted, the perceived expertise of peers within a virtual
community even has a direct positive relation to the intention to participate continuously as
shown in figure C10b in appendix C.
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Similarity-to-peers
Anonymity
n.s.

Context related
constructs

n.s.

n.s.

Value related
constructs

0.193*

n.s.
n.s.

Perceived expertise
of peers (13.2%)

0.601***

Informational value
(75.0%)
0.506**

n.s.

Intention to
participate
continuously
(64.2%)

0.626***
0.302**
Trust in peers
(39.2%)

Social value
(56.8%)

0.468***

0.636***
n.a.
n.a.
Sensitivity

2

Figure C10c. PLS results model 3. Notes: Variance explained ( R ) between brackets. * Path coefficient significant at
the 0.05 level; ** at the 0.01 level; *** at the 0.001 level. Results for intention to participate actively are comparable.
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