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Abstract

Previous research indicates that the type and purpose of a virtual community (wiki, blog, and Internet Forum) may play a role in determining a member’s motivation for contribution to a virtual community, but does not fully explore this idea.  This study aggregates the disparate ideas and terminology of previous research on virtual communities and presents a more parsimonious grouping of fourteen motivational factors.  These fourteen factors provide a framework for examining what drives members to contribute.  Two preliminary studies offer some support for the framework.
I. Introduction

Although research has examined members’ motivations for contributing to virtual communities (Blanchard and Markus, 2004), previous research has found that the type and purpose of a virtual community may play a role in determining what motivates a user’s participation (Maloney-Krichmar, Preece et al., 2005).  However, no study has examined how a member’s motivation to contribute to a community may differ across different community types.  Furthermore, most studies focus on a single community or a single subject matter.  Thus, past research gives no basis for understanding or predicting what types of motivations are likely to drive user contribution across different types of virtual communities. 

This paper proposes that a member’s motivation for contributing to a virtual community depends on the virtual community’s medium and subject matter.  We propose a theoretical framework for classifying and comparing motivations across different virtual communities.  We also take the first steps for testing this framework, and find it has merit.

II. Motivations & Literature
To understand what impels users to contribute to communities, it is first necessary to understand what comprises a virtual community, how members arrive at their sense of belonging to the community, and what the attributes of a successful community are. 
In 1961, W. R. Bion proposed “three basics of group dynamics: membership, influence, and intimacy” (Blanchard and Markus, 2004). Furthering Bion’s proposal, some form of common interest must be present for voluntary community membership. In the past, common interest could stem from something as simple as residential proximity, but in today’s age of globalization, proximity itself might not be sufficient. Wasko suggests that “members of the community … share the same values, codes, and narratives” (Wasko and Faraj, 2000, p. 170). 

Once shared interest and loose membership have been established, members can begin to construct and derive roles and identity (Bryant, 2005). The roles that members choose to play reinforce the values of the group (Maloney-Krichmar, Preece et al., 2005). If interaction is sustained over time, the actions and experiences of the community build to construct a community history. Members of the community gain the trust of others through shared positive experiences (Bryant, 2005; Maloney-Krichmar, Preece et al., 2005). Finally, the community develops an expectation that future actions will be governed by the norms established by trusted members (Maloney-Krichmar, Preece et al., 2005). 

The development of feelings of membership, the allocation of roles and identities, and the establishment of mutual trust results in a “Sense of Community.” The meaning of “Sense of Community” (SOC) varies according to source, but many have adopted the McMillan and Chavis “SOC descriptive framework” for research involving place-based communities and communities of interest, due to its strong supporting qualitative empirical evidence (Blanchard and Markus, 2004).
The development of SOC is an important concept for this study.  The McMillan and Chavis SOC descriptive framework seeks to explain the perception of SOC in diverse communities. It has four dimensions: feelings of membership, feelings of influence, integration and fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection (Blanchard and Markus, 2004). 
Virtual Communities

A virtual community is a community whose members interact virtually—i.e., through the use of electronic networks or the Internet. Traditional virtual communications have been text-based, including e-mail, chat, text or instant messaging, electronic bulletin boards, and forums. Newer and less-traditional communication methods include MUDs (multi-user dungeons), virtual worlds, video mail, online journals, web logs, podcasting, video chat, and collaborative web spaces.
Traditional, text-based communication methods are frequently described as impoverished due to a lack of non-verbal communication processes, such as voice tones and inflection, body language, and facial expressions (Maloney-Krichmar, Preece et al., 2005). Nonetheless, since their inception, Internet communications have quickly and continually developed methods of coping with these shortcomings, such as emoticons and Internet slang. All four dimensions of the SOC framework have been identified in past studies of virtual communities; however, because of their shortcomings and variations, virtual communities differ from traditional communities. To recognize these differences, when the SOC framework is applied to virtual communities, it is known as a “sense of virtual community,” or SOVC (Blanchard and Markus, 2004).
As in a traditional community, a SOVC may be a necessary condition for a virtual community to exist.  The pattern of contribution relevant to this investigation is voluntary, prolonged, constructive, and at least semi-regular. This pattern of contribution is required to establish identity and trust within a community.  In contrast, there are many patterns of contribution that are not conducive to SOVC, including one or few contributions, or the defamation of the community’s history, purpose, or communication medium.

Interestingly, sometimes an individual can feel as though they are a member of the community without the rest of the community’s agreement. Although these feelings are not covered further in this study, it is important to note that constructive contribution is not required for SOVC to exist within an individual.  He or she may feel SOVC for some other reason, such as the non-constructive contribution methods known on the Internet as flaming and trolling.  

Virtual Community-Generated Content Systems (VCGCS)
Just as traditional communities require a vehicle for participation, virtual communities require a system that supports the exchange of electronic information among members. The system should allow a community member to add correspondence and view the correspondence of others. To facilitate the logical flow of communication, such a system should automatically preserve the time or chronological ordering of all correspondence. To aid the establishment of roles and trust within the community, the system should maintain the identity of users and relate that identity to their correspondence.

A system that tracks member correspondence need not be text-based: audio clips, images, and video are also able to convey meaning. Over time, the Internet has fueled the growth of content systems designed with virtual communities in mind – content systems that explicitly support the storage and codification of community experience and are capable of supporting a SOVC. These will be referred to as Virtual Community-Generated Content Systems, or VCGCSs.

There are many distinct implementations of VCGCSs used today, all having unique characteristics and designed for diverse styles of community membership and participation.  Although some technologies are capable of supporting virtual communities without being classified as a VCGCS, they typically have drawbacks that limit the establishment of a true SOVC. Their primary deficiencies are normally the lack of defined history and trustworthy participant identification. For example, neither IRC nor Instant Messaging save history by default, and both lack a secured method for identifying community members (changing an identity is trivial). Other Internet communication systems that exhibit similar SOVC deficiencies are video chat, virtual worlds, e-mail, and podcasts. 

Types of VCGCS

This section reviews common VCGCSs that are used to support virtual communities.

Forums:  The oldest category of VCGCSs, Internet Forums, encompass older dial-up Electronic Bulletin Boards, Newsgroups, and newer Message Boards, and are often just called “forums”. Due to their longevity, Internet Forums are the most-frequently researched VCGCS (Blanchard and Markus, 2004; Maloney-Krichmar, Preece et al., 2005). 
Blogs:  Web Logs, also called weblogs, or just blogs, are frequently-updated web pages whose newest content is positioned at the top of the page (Blood, 2000). In the beginning, blogs were impoverished from a SOVC standpoint; they were simple lists of links to other websites, sometimes containing the blogger’s commentary or personal remarks. There was little communication between bloggers, and no method for storing community experience. In March 2000, the popular blog software Blogger adopted the permalink
 – a method to link to blog content indefinitely.  Other blog providers were quick to integrate this functionality, cross-blog communication ensued, and blogs became able to support all of the traditional community building blocks. 
Wikis:  A wiki is an open website environment that allows for rapid creation and modification of pages by anyone, even anonymous users. Early wikis didn’t time-stamp contributions, save history, or record the identity of contributors. However, many of the more prominent wiki software packages, like MediaWiki, have developed features that transcend these traditional shortcomings using discussion pages and detailed history pages. The popular wiki implementation, Wikipedia, even has user pages where wiki users can create a personal biography, to-do list, and take and respond to other users’ comments.

Knowledge Bases:  An online knowledge base, also known as a knowledge management system or information repository is an environment that supports the codification, storage, and transfer of knowledge (Wasko and Faraj, 2005). Most relevant to this study are the knowledge bases capable of sustaining SOVC through the concept of “folksonomy” – a collaborative labeling system that allows users to classify content. The process of labeling content, “tagging,” is the codification of vernacular and opinions on the relatedness and taxonomy of subject matter by a community of users, and SOVC can develop through participation in folksonomic activities.
Past studies have been done on virtual communities and their users’ motivations for contribution, but all have tended to focus on a single VCGCS or community type. Because each VCGCS type favors different contribution methods and content, user motivations are likely to vary according to the VCGCS type. 

Motivation Classification and Aggregation
One of the obstacles to discussing motivations is the vast number of terms and expressions used by researchers to describe similar ideas. To unify previous research and to facilitate the categorization of motivational factors from previous studies (Blanchard1, Bryant2, Lindahl3, Maloney-Krichmar4, Nardi5, and Wasko6), similar concepts were aggregated to create fourteen distinct motivational categories (Table 1).  

	Motivational Category
	Correlating Expressions used by Past Researchers

	Altruism2,6
	benevolence4, charity4, concern for community4,6, public duty6, social support4,6

	Belonging4
	an attempt to combat loneliness4, taking pleasure in sense of community1,2

	Collaboration2
	the assisted articulation of ideas5, development of insight6, refined thinking6

	Egoism
	personal gain6, generation of employment5, portfolio-building5

	Egotism
	attention-getting1,3, bragging rights2,3, peer recognition2,3

	Emotional Support4
	an emotional connection4

	Empathy4
	compassion4, understanding4, a willingness to selflessly help others4,6

	Knowledge6
	seeking information1,2,4, self-efficacy6

	Power
	influence5, ownership2

	Reciprocity2,6
	moral obligation6, fairness6

	Reputation2,6
	social standing3,4,6, status6

	Self-Esteem4
	respect2, positive reinforcement4, esteem support4

	Self-Expression5
	catharsis5, expression of emotion5, offering opinions5

	Wisdom
	learning6, challenge6, creative thinking6


Table 1: Motivational Categories and their Correlating Expressions
An important aspect of classifying these fourteen motivational categories is revealing which motivations have been documented as appearing in the various VCGCS types. Table 2 illustrates these fourteen factors based on what VCGCS types they have been observed in by past researchers.

	
	Internet Forums
	Blogs
	Wikis
	Knowledge Bases

	Altruism
	X
	
	X
	X

	Belonging
	X
	
	X
	

	Collaboration
	
	X
	X
	X

	Egoism
	
	X
	
	X

	Egotism
	X
	X
	X
	

	Emotional Support
	X
	
	
	

	Empathy
	X
	
	
	X

	Knowledge
	X
	
	X
	X

	Power
	
	X
	X
	

	Reciprocity
	
	
	X
	X

	Reputation
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Self-Esteem
	X
	
	X
	

	Self-Expression
	
	X
	
	

	Wisdom
	
	
	
	X


Table 2: Motivation Aggregation by VCGCS type

Table 2 reveals motivational trending across VCGCS types.  Internet Forums, for example, are the only VCGCS type to display emotional support as a contribution motivator. Combined with empathy, belonging, self-esteem, and altruism, it is easy to see why people frequently turn to Internet Forums for an emotionally-rich community experience. From this and the observations of past researchers, it follows that Internet Forums focus on sharing information, forming and maintaining relationships and identity, and giving and receiving emotional support.

Blogs represent the smallest set of contribution motivations. Here, the individual seems to draw upon the community for their fulfillment of needs. Bloggers enjoy expressing themselves and the notion that their expressions have the potential to influence others. Collaboration is important to the blogger, and their participation in the communal act of reading, understanding, and reacting to other bloggers can lead to a refinement of ideas within the community.

Wiki users seem to prize the sharing of information above all else. The contribution of information gives wiki users a sense of belonging to something greater, and can even lead to improved self-esteem as their contributions become noteworthy. Most wiki users begin their involvement in the community because they’ve taken from the community good and feel a need to give back, either due to a notion of moral obligation or feelings of altruism. Once they begin contributing, they enjoy a sense of ownership and pride, and can even use a successful wiki as ‘bragging-rights’ towards their wiki peers. 
Wisdom appears to be unique to knowledge bases. Combined with collaboration and information, knowledge base users have an obvious affiliation with intellectualism. Altruism, empathy, and reciprocity explain continued contribution in light of an established proclivity to draw from the community good without returning to it. Interestingly, the only two remaining motivations not affiliated with intellectualism or returning to the public good are egoism and reputation. Thus, knowledge bases seem to focus on the give and take of information, expertise, and opinion through a sense of reciprocity, moral obligation, or the sustaining of users’ reputations. 
Although the different VCGCS types share some common motivations, none exhibit identical sets. In fact, the motivations for contribution seem to differ widely among virtual community types, indicating that community users’ needs are diverse, and the meaning of community may differ depending on the community type. The pattern also indicates that a cohesive model explaining contribution across VCGCS types may be possible. Through this understanding, a baseline for community motivation patterns by communication medium type can be established.

III. Research Methods

This study was exploratory: its purpose was to examine the efficacy of the hypothesized framework for better understanding members’ motivations for contributing to different VCGCSs.  As a preliminary test, we examined two VCGCS’s in two very different contexts—wikis and Internet forums.  The wiki was used within a college class to complete an extended assignment.  The Internet Forum, DataPoint2, consisted of a group of users brought together by a shared interest in virtual worlds.

Study 1: Wiki Use across College Classes

In spring 2006, two sections of the same undergraduate senior required class were given an extensive assignment to complete using a wiki.  Ten teams from one section were required to collaborate with ten teams from another section.  Teams consisted of four students, and each virtual team was assigned a debate topic. Topics included using technology to monitor employees, outsourcing, and digital rights management.  Different teams were assigned a position on the debate topic (affirmative or negative). The collaboration task was framed as follows: students on one side of the debate topic (e.g., affirmative) collaborated with the team on the same side in the other section.  After the preliminary research and position paper were completed, teams were then required to read the opponent’s position paper and integrate their perspectives into a final executive summary that made objective recommendations to management.  The task took about a month for the students to complete.

Teams were instructed not to meet with their collaborating team in the other section, although they were allowed to use other Internet technologies (e.g., IM) to communicate.  The wiki, however, was the teams’ primary communication medium. Although it was impossible to enforce these conditions, the sections met at different times and in different locations.  The researchers found no evidence that students met physically. The researchers did find that the students used the wiki to establish group norms (for example, how something should be deleted, when various parts of the project were due), suggesting that the wiki was the primary communication method across teams in the two sections.

The assignment included a number of questions on the use of collaborative technology, but one question asked students to think about the processes they used in completing the assignment.  It is from this question that these wiki users’ motivations will be derived:

“Describe the process that your team used to tackle this assignment. What technologies did you find useful? Not useful? What norms (if any) developed? When you have to manage a virtual team in your first job, what would you change?”
A primary motivator for member participation was undoubtedly earning a good grade.  Aside from getting a good grade, however, we examine whether any other motivations emerged or if SOVC developed. 

Study 1: Development of SOVC

A purpose of this study was to examine the four dimensions of SOVC— feelings of membership, feelings of influence, integration and fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection—within the context of wiki use. The researchers examined the student’s responses along each of these dimensions to determine if SOVC developed in the community.

Each student group reported that it would have preferred to meet in person prior to beginning their work on the wiki, indicating their preference for face-to-face communication and perhaps to facilitate the establishment of identity and feelings of membership. The Aces
 group had this to say about the importance of establishing identity: 

“One thing that could have been useful was a certain activity for us to get to know each other on a better, personal basis. In the business world, or any other type of work-related environment, it is very important to know the people you work with. This is an important aspect … because it develops cooperation and understanding.”
Some teams also sought a shared emotional connection outside of the assignment. The Fives group explains this:

“The first thing we would change is we would pick our own group members rather than a random group like this one. This way we could make sure that each member possesses the qualities we want shown in our teams.”
If it is assumed that all students sought a good grade, contribution to the wiki would result in a fulfillment of needs. The final aspect of SOVC, feelings of influence, might have occurred due to the collaborative nature of the assignment, but no student response definitively demonstrated it.

The study found evidence for three out of the four characteristics of SOVC—only evidence for a shared emotional connection was lacking.  It is possible that some teams established identity through collaboration, but none indicated such a feeling in their responses. It is also possible, of course, that teams never established an emotional connection.  Although our framework does not include attributes of the task or mission for the VCGCS, this result indicates that the nature of the task for which the VCGCS is utilized may be an important consideration regarding user motivation.  A task that requires more personal sharing and interaction (e.g., a Wiki on parenting or caring for a loved one) may demonstrate a shared emotional connection.

Study 1: Motivation to Contribute

The guidelines for the class assignments included precise instructions mandating the use of the third person writing style. Nearly half the groups ignored this. Did half of the college seniors fail to follow instructions, or were there secondary motivations behind comments such as this one from the Tens?

“Two of us communicated mostly through the phone or instant messenger and it saved a lot of time and confusion.”

Within the context of the team’s discussion, it is clear that the two members were commenting on the other members’ lack of contribution to the final deliverable.  The members were seeking special attention for using collaborative technology when the other members did not.  The team also had two members consistently self-identify themselves as “team management,” exhibiting decidedly status-based behavior for a collaborative group setting. We therefore categorize these findings as evidence of Egotism, Reputation, and Power.

The strongest motivation among the teams was Collaboration. The Eights describe this idea in one comment:

“Our team … began with an individual posting his or her response to the assigned question. Other team members quickly followed by editing previous responses and adding their own insight at predetermined times. This resulted in a highly efficient and harmonious completion of this project.”
The final motivation observed is Reciprocity, both as moral obligations, as understood by the Kings, and as fairness, shown by the Eights:

“While working on this assignment, I found that it is hard to have a good trust level that someone will complete a task as I had no idea who the team member was, what kind of work ethic they had, and whether they were even reliable to complete the project.” (Red Kings)
“Then before our project is due we would virtually come up with a final answer for each of the four questions for this project to show our teacher that discussion among the questions was virtually distributed equally.” (Red Eights)
Study 2: Internet Forum Users

The target of this study is an Internet Forum (referred to here as DataPoint2) whose focus is role-playing games and virtual worlds. The purposes for the Internet Forum study are the same as those in the wiki study: examining SOVC within the context of an Internet Forum, and examining motivations for contribution to a specific Internet Forum. DataPoint2’s total size is between thirty and fifty, with a core membership of between fifteen and twenty. DataPoint2’s membership had been established for nearly five years at the time of the survey. The core members of DataPoint2 were invited to take a survey regarding their community membership.

All DataPoint2 participants self-affirmed their membership to a virtual community based on an Internet Forum. For the purposes of the survey, it was understood and assumed that the Internet Forum was DataPoint2. Self-affirmation of belonging to a community implies feelings of membership and the development of SOVC. Furthermore, examining the content of the DataPoint2 forum quickly revealed all four dimensions of SOC - feelings of membership, feelings of influence, integration and fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection. 
Study 2: Motivation to Contribute

To establish motivations, participants were presented with fifty key words from which they could choose as many as they liked to describe their feelings as they relate to their Internet Forum participation. The fifty key words correspond to the established fourteen motivations for VCGCS contribution and their correlating expressions. The final column, ‘Observed’, represents the previous researchers’ findings on Internet Forums from Table 2.

	
	Total
	Drill Down
	Tbl.2

	Altruism
	4
	Altruism (1), Concern for Community (3)
	X

	Belonging
	14
	Belonging (7), Loneliness (1), Sense of Community (8)
	X

	Collaboration
	14
	Collaboration (3), Articulation of Ideas (6), Insight Development (4), Refined Thinking (1)
	

	Egoism
	0
	
	

	Egotism
	1
	Peer Recognition (1)
	X

	Emotional Support
	1
	Emotional Connection (1)
	X

	Empathy
	5
	Understanding (1), Helping Others (4)
	X

	Knowledge
	7
	Knowledge (2), Information (5)
	X

	Power
	3
	Influence (3)
	

	Reciprocity
	2
	Reciprocity (1), Moral Obligation (1)
	

	Reputation
	3
	Reputation (3)
	X

	Self-Esteem
	1
	Positive Reinforcement (1)
	X

	Self-Expression
	6
	Self-Expression (1), Provide Opinions (5)
	

	Wisdom
	8
	Challenge (4), Creativity (4)
	


Table 5: DataPoint2 Motivations Aggregated

V. Discussion & Conclusion

This study found evidence that the type of VCGCS plays a role in understanding member motivation for contributing to the community.  Although our results are preliminary, we make a number of contributions to the virtual community literature.  Aggregating similar concepts (Table 1) offers a more parsimonious framework for examining motivations across a number of studies.  Examining these aggregated concepts across different VCGCS’s illustrates interesting patterns for member contribution.  We present some empirical confirmation of our framework by examining user contributions in two studies, and find initial support for the proposed framework.  Although all these contributions are preliminary, we encourage other researchers to build on our preliminary results.

Future Research

The purpose of this study was to propose a new framework for members’ motivations for contributing to virtual communities.  Although some support was found for the proposed framework, the results of this exploratory study are preliminary, and researchers should interpret the results with caution.  No support was found, for example, for the presence of SOVC in the wiki study.  Given that the length of the assignment (1 month) was relatively short, this result perhaps is not unexpected.  We encourage other researchers to examine the development of SOVC in established communities.

As a direction for future research, we present a broader view of the proposed fourteen characteristics.  Intellectualism, for example, might consist of collaboration, knowledge, and wisdom.  Benefaction could include altruism, empathy, and reciprocity.  The fourteen motivational categories, when aggregated, could be considered children of four broader parent concepts. The full aggregation is presented in Table 6.  

	Parent Concept
	Child Concepts

	Intellectualism
	Collaboration, Knowledge, Wisdom

	Benefaction
	Altruism, Empathy, Reciprocity

	Egocentrism
	Egoism, Egotism, Reputation, Self-Esteem

	Emotionality
	Emotional Support, Self-Expression, Belonging, Power


Table 6: Parent Motivations and their Children
This conceptualism also provides for an antithetical classification: intellectualism is the opposition of emotionality, and benefaction is the opposition of egocentrism.

Combining the four VCGCS types with the number of child concepts observed by each VCGCS type (0 represents a “none” score, 1 represents a “low” score, 2 represents a “mid” score, and 3-4 represents a “high” score) results in the classification system in Table 7. 

	
	Internet Forums
	The Blogosphere
	The Wiki-Wiki Web
	OKBs

	Intellectualism
	Low
	Low
	Mid
	High

	Benefaction
	Mid
	None
	Mid
	High

	Egocentrism
	High
	High
	High
	Mid

	Emotionality
	Mid
	Mid
	Mid
	None


Table 7: Motivational Parent Concepts by VCGCS type

When interpreted, the results indicate that, for example, to encourage contribution to online knowledge bases, directing efforts towards stimulating and supporting intellectualism and benefaction would be useful.  In contrast, Internet Forums tend to focus on egocentrism, so directing efforts toward intellectualism and benefaction would be of less use. The use of these parent concepts further reduces the potential for ambiguity among terminology when describing motivations.
Conclusion
Although virtual communities have received significant attention over the past few years, more work needs to be done before we can better understand the motivations behind members contributing to these collaborative, interactive, and supportive environments.  For those who rely on VCGCSs, it is important to be able to accurately and reliably predict motivational trends across community types given varying subject matter. This knowledge provides the opportunity to customize the community experience for community members, reinforce the desired community values, and perhaps improve the chance of SOVC development. 
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� Permalinks facilitate shared history and conversation across blogs. As these conversations develop, participants establish identity and roles within the group of participants, which leads to feelings of membership, and ultimately a sense of virtual community.


� Teams were randomly assigned using a deck of playing cards.  The card rank was used for the team names.
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