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Abstract

Increasingly, professionals seek knowledge from
online communities to resolve problems that they
encounter in the workplace. However, the quality and
reliability of online content are still a concern.
Previous research suggests that user involvement in
sorting out online content is likely to be an effective
means to ease some of the concern. Nonetheless, our
understanding of factors that influence professionals’
involvement in sorting out quality content in
professional online communities is still limited. Thus,
drawing on social exchange theory, self-determined
theory, and related literatures, this study proposes a
research model to understand these underlying factors.
The key factors include reciprocity, reputation, trust,
community ~ commitment,  and  self-determined
motivation. A web-based survey based on validated
measures in the literature is under development to
collect data to empirically evaluate the research
model. This study is likely to enhance our
understanding of professionals’ involvement in sorting
out online content. In addition, findings of this study
are expected to assist professional online communities
to find ways to incentivise user involvement.

1. Introduction

A Harris Poll commissioned by Business Week in
1997 showed that 42% of participants who were
involved in online communities said that their
participation was related to their profession [1]. Since
then, online communities, especially professional
online communities whose users are professional
people in a particular field, have been playing an
increasingly important role in professionals’ careers.
For example, searching for work-related knowledge
from professional online communities is found to be
the most frequent informal learning activities that IT
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professionals take [2]. Similarly, Ala-Mutka et al. [3]
report that 75% of the IT professionals who were using
IT online communities reported that participating in
these communities helped them do a better job and
68% stated that their participation helped their
professional development.

As the use of professional online communities
among professional people increases, the quality and
reliability of content have become a concern [3]. This
is because content quality can influence users’
satisfaction with the community which, in turn, affects
their intention to use it [4] in two ways. First, users can
be misled by low quality or even incorrect content.
Second, users may have to spend a lot of time locating
useful content. In both cases, users can easily switch to
other professional online communities. Therefore, a
professional online community needs to have effective
mechanisms to sort out quality content in order to
retain users and increase the likelihood of its success.

Some online communities have successfully used
self-governance mechanisms to sort out content [5].
For example, Wikipedia, an online Encyclopedia,
encourages users to collaboratively generate quality
information by adding, editing, or removing content. In
Schroeder and Wagner’s [6] study, having individual
users act as guardian of article is identified by 83%
participants as an important governance mechanism in
Wikipedia. This may explain why the quality of
Wikipedia entries is found to be better than those in the
Encyclopedia [7]. Likewise, Slashdot, a technology-
related news website, implements a moderation system
that invites users to help with organising comments on
news [5].

Prior research highlights the importance of user
involvement in effective implementation of self-
governance mechanisms [8]. For example, users’
inputs in sorting out quality content are found to be
useful by others who are looking for quality content in
organisational repositories [9]. Nevertheless, our
understanding of why users are willing to get involved
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in sorting out quality content for other professionals
beyond organisational boundaries is still limited.
Therefore, this study aims to develop a research model
to explain users’ intention to participate in self-
governing content in professional online communities.

The rest of the paper is organised as follows:
Section 2 reviews related literature; Section 3 discusses
the research model; Section 4 explains the research
methodology; and Section 5 concludes the paper with
potential contributions.

2. Theoretical background
2.1. Self-governance mechanisms in
professional online communities

Many terms have been used to describe an online
community that provides a platform for professionals
to share and exchange their knowledge. Some of these
include an electronic network of practice [10], a virtual
community of practice [1], a professional virtual
community [4], and an electronic knowledge repository
[11]. This paper uses the term “a professional online
community” which is defined as “a distinct type of
virtual community in which people with common
interests, backgrounds, and goals participate and
collectively contribute to a database of professional
knowledge” [12]. In particular, a professional online
community refers to those which can be accessed by
the public regardless of who its sponsors are. These
websites would normally require a contributor to
register a valid account while a reader may or may not
be required to do so.

The public participation in professional online
communities means that, the amount of content can
increase dramatically which may increase the time it
takes for users to locate useful content [13]. As a
result, some users may stop using these communities or
decrease their uses over time [14]. Therefore, the
quality of content has been recognised as an important
factor contributing to the success of professional online
communities [3].

Previously, some online communities assigned the
quality maintenance task to community managers or a
small group of users with privileges to safeguard the
quality of shared knowledge [15]. However, in recent
years, there have been increasing calls for getting users
involved in this task to share the workload [16]. This
concept is generally referred to as a self-governance
mechanism [17]. Self-governance is defined as the task
where users steer and coordinate actions and manage
their interdependencies among themselves [17].
Examples of self-governance mechanisms are eBay’s
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feedback forum, Amazon’s book review, Yahoo!
Answers’ voting, and Slashdot’s moderation system. In
these applications, users’ inputs provide information
for community decisions by promoting useful
information while suppressing less useful information.

Prior studies have shown that features such as
“comment”, “vote”, and “report” are helpful in sorting
out quality content. For example, reviews and
comments written by users are found useful for
identifying  quality content in  organisational
repositories [9]. Jeon et al. [18] argue that non-textual
information, such as “vote”, could be used to predict
the quality of answers in Q&A online communities. In
addition, users flagging and reporting low quality news
comments are found to be beneficial for managing the
quality of these comments [19] because these features
allow users to report spam, inappropriate content or
abusive content [20].

Some professional online communities also provide
these tools so that users can take part in self-governing
content. These communities include
technet.microsoft.com  for ICT  professionals,
www.warriorforum.com  for Internet marketing
professionals, and forums.nurse.com for nurses.
Moreover, the success story of Slashdot.org implies
that a self-governance mechanism is a promising
means for sorting out quality content in professional
online communities by encouraging active user
involvement.

In sum, the goal of implementing self-governance
mechanisms is to maintain quality and reliable content
in professional online communities. Achieving this
goal relies on users’ voluntary participation and
collaboration.

2.2. User motivation

Prior studies provide an extensive and solid
theoretical background to investigate users’ willingness
to get involved in sorting out quality content.

On the one hand, prior research conceptualises
motivation as consisting of both intrinsic motivation
and extrinsic motivation [21]. While some researchers
argue that intrinsic motivation plays a key role in
explaining motivation [21], others suggest that
extrinsic motivation helps explain motivation in more
detail [22]. For example, results from interviews with
moderators in an online community conducted by
Alonso and O'shea [23] reveal that the benefit of
gaining support is moderators’ motivation. In addition,
a study of Digg uncover that users’ desire to improve
their standing and acceptance in the community is an
incentive to promote stories on Digg by giving their
comments or by rating online content [24]. Moreover,
benefits for their careers and peer recognition are



found to be related to people’s voluntary collaboration
in open source projects [25].

On the other hand, according to Ryan and Deci
[26], the distinction among different types of
motivations do not necessarily drive user behaviour.
Ryan and Deci [26] suggest that the degree to which
the motivation is self-determined is important to
understand behaviours. While intrinsic motivation
comes from the self, each type of extrinsic motivation
can be integrated or internalized and accumulated
together with intrinsic motivation as self-determined
motivation [26]. Despite different degrees of each type
of motivation, all types of motivation eventually
compose self-determined motivation to induce
behaviour. For example, Palmisano [27] argue that
self-determined motivation has a significant and
positive influence on users’ knowledge sharing.

This paper recognises that conceptualising
motivation as a multi-dimensional construct and as a
unitary concept is equally useful in understanding the
incentives of behaviour. While the unitary perspective
of motivation explains how self-determined motivation
is related to behavioural intention, different types of
motivation offer insights into the driving forces behind
self-determined motivation.

Next, we review concepts related to social
exchange theory [28] that help explaining
professionals’ willingness to help sort out quality
content in professional online communities. In a social
platform like a professional online community, users’
voluntary contribution and collaboration are viewed as
social exchange activities [29]. Therefore, social
exchange beliefs are considered as motivational forces
for users to get involved in self-governing content in
professional online communities.

2.3. Social exchange beliefs

According to social exchange theory (SET) [28],
social exchange activities are “voluntary actions of
individuals that are motivated by the returns they are
expected to bring and typically do in fact bring from
others”. SET is appropriate for this study because it is
developed to explain why individuals engage in
cooperative behaviours that are not formally rewarded
[28].

Central to SET is reciprocity which specifies that
individuals should help those who have helped them by
returning the favour. For example, during knowledge
exchange, strong belief in reciprocity can encourage
people to mutually and fairly share knowledge in
professional online communities [30]. A user can
benefit from a professional online community where
content are safeguarded by other users. As a result, a
user may want to take part in self-governing online
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content with the expectation that others would do the
same to save his or her time in finding quality content
and to benefit the community at large. Thus,
reciprocity is included in this study.

Reputation is another important social exchange
belief which is related to user motivation to engage in
self-governing content in  professional online
communities. Gaining reputation can be helpful to
professionals seeking to advance their careers [31]. A
user’s reputation in a professional online community
can extend to his or her profession [10]. Evidence from
prior research suggests that building reputation is a
strong motivator for users to offer useful advice to
others in professional online communities [10]. Thus, a
user may be motivated by the gain in online reputation
from getting involved in self-governing content in
professional online communities.

Trust is also a frequently mentioned concept in
social exchange activities. According to Blau [28],
trust shapes and maintains social exchange
relationships, which may lead users to engage in
community activities beneficial to others and the
community at large by helping with sorting out quality
content in professional online communities. For
example, when the trust level of a user is high, he or
she is likely to be willing to make effort to help others
and the community [32].

Previous research argues that trust in online settings
can be classified into interpersonal trust and system
trust, both of which are important to facilitate
cooperation and collaboration among users [33].
Accordingly, trust in peers and trust in self-governance
mechanisms are considered as important factors to
motivate users to engage in self-governing online
content. Trust in peers refers to users’ belief in other
users’ abilities, integrity and benevolence in giving
inputs for maintaining the quality of content in
professional online communities. Trust in self-
governance mechanisms refers to users’ belief that
proper governance mechanisms have been put into
place to maintain the quality of content in professional
online communities.

A sense of community and a sense of obligation are
two additional concepts used by prior studies to
explain social exchange activities. A sense of
community refers to a sense of emotional involvement
and attachment to a community [34]. It has been found
to be related to active user participation in online
communities [35]. A sense of obligation refers to a
sense of duty and responsibility to engage in action
which is also found to be related to user contribution in
professional online communities [10].

However, this paper argues that a sense of
community and a sense of obligation should be
considered as two distinct yet related dimensions of



community commitment. Users develop a sense of
community because they believe that they can gain
benefits from the community by getting connected to
others and by acquiring a large amount of information
[36]. Meanwhile, users feel obliged to help others and
to contribute to the community in which they share the
membership [10]. Therefore, following Meyer and
Allen’s [37] work, this paper combines these two
aspects into one construct, community commitment,
which is discussed separately below.

2.4. Community commitment

Commitment theory is another useful theory that
can partially explain voluntary social exchange
behaviours in professional online communities [38].
Prior research acknowledges commitment as one
among a set of energising forces that contributes to
motivation [39]. Studies have found commitment to be
a motivational factor in explaining user participation in
professional online communities [40].

Commitment theory proposed by Meyer and Allen
[37] defines a sense of community and a sense of
obligation as affective community commitment and
normative community commitment respectively.
According to Bateman et al. [38], affective community
commitment is “a bond between a member and a
particular community that is based on the member’s
strong emotional attachment to that community”.
Normative community commitment is “a bond
between a member and a particular community that is
based on the member’s sense of obligation towards that
community” [38]. In their study, Bateman et al. [38]
find affective community commitment and normative
community commitment affect different behaviours
(i.e. reading threads, posting replies, and moderating
discussions) in online communities.

It is noteworthy that the original commitment
theory includes continuance commitment as a third
dimension. However, continuance commitment is not
included in this study because behaviour continuance is
not the focus of this research. In addition, continuance
commitment may not apply well to self-governing
behaviour which does not necessarily involve a
switching cost [36]. In contrast, affective commitment
and normative commitment are more relevant to this
study because they help explain collaborative and
voluntary behaviours [39].

3. Research model and propositions

Based on previous literature, social exchange
theory, and commitment theory, this paper proposes a
research model, as shown in Figure 1. The research

model depicts that users’ intention to get involved in
self-governing content in  professional online
communities is influenced by self-determined
motivation which, in turn, is affected by social
exchange beliefs (i.e. reciprocity, reputation, trust, and
community commitment). Relationships between these
constructs in the research model are discussed below.

Reputation

Self-
determined
motivation

Intention to
govern
contents

Community
commitment

Figure 1. Research model

3.1. Self-determined motivation and intention

According to Deci and Ryan [41], self-determined
motivation reflects an individual’s intention to act. In
other words, the more self-determined the motivation
is, the more an individual is likely to carry out the
activity with greater effort [41]. Empirically, self-
determined motivation is found to be positively related
to the effort an individual takes to perform an activity
[42]. Moreover, in Malhotra et al. ’s [43] study, self-
determination motivation is positively related to user
intention to use an online learning platform. Therefore,
the degree of self-determined motivation a user has is
expected to affect his or her intention to get involved in
self-governing online content in professional online
communities, which leads to the following proposition:

Proposition 1: Self-determined motivation is
positively related to users’ intention to get involved in

self-governing  content in  professional  online
communities.
3.2. Social exchange beliefs and self-

determined motivation

According to SET [28], users expect mutual
reciprocity to offset the effort and time they invest in
contributing to professional online communities. For
example, reciprocity is found to be one of the factors
that facilitate voluntary wuser contribution in
professional online communities [10]. Therefore,
strong belief in reciprocity can be a stimulus to
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motivate users to help each other and the community
by self-governing online content. This leads to the
following proposition:

Proposition 2: Reciprocity is positively related to
users’ self-determined motivation to get involved in
self-governing  content in  professional  online
communities.

Evidence from prior research indicates that earning
respect and recognition from others is one of the key
motivations for knowledge sharing [44]. The notion
that gaining reputation is a strong motivator for active
participation is evidenced in findings from prior studies
on user participation in both inter-organisational and
cross-organisational professional online communities
[10]. Thus, users’ belief that getting involved in sorting
out content will enhance their reputations in a
professional online community is likely to motivate
users to engage in the activity. This leads to the
following proposition:

Proposition 3: Reputation is positively related to
users’ self-determined motivation to get involved in
self-governing  content in  professional  online
communities.

Prior research suggests that, individuals are more
willing to engage in community activities in a trusting
environment [1]. For example, trust is found to
motivate users to share knowledge in an online
community for professional learning [45] and to have a
positive effect on motivation to share quality
knowledge in an online community for IT
professionals [1]. Hsiao et al. [46] also find that trust in
recommendations made by other users motivates users
to purchase products. Moreover, Fang and Chiu [32]
argue that users who believe that the management
systems (i.e., managers, moderators, or management
teams) consider and care about their needs are more
willing to spend time and effort on community
activities voluntarily. Thus, trust is likely to affect a
user’s self-determined motivation to act. This leads to
the following proposition:

Proposition 4: Trust is positively related to users’
self-determined motivation to get involved in self-
governing content in professional online communities.

Users who are committed to a community are likely
to voluntarily engage in activities that help achieve the
community goals [47]. According to Bateman et al.
[38], users with high levels of affective community
commitment and normative community commitment
are likely to care about the communities’ sustainability.
Users who have strong affective community
commitment tend to spend time and make an effort to
help other members in the community with such
actions as replying to others’ questions [38]. On the
contrary, users with low affective community
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commitment are less likely to engage in community
activities, such as sorting out quality content.

When users have a strong sense of obligation to
support the community, they are likely to engage in
activities that are beneficial to the community [31]. For
example, normative community commitment is found
to have a positive effect on users’ moderating
behaviour [38]. In addition, when a sense of obligation
to help others in the community increases, users are
more motivated to assist others in the collective by
sharing their knowledge [10]. Therefore, a user’s
community commitment is likely to lead them to help
other users and to help ensure the success of the
community by engaging in self-governing content in
professional online communities. This leads to the
following proposition:

Proposition 5: Community commitment is positively
related to users’ self-determined motivation to get
involved in self-governing content in professional
online communities.

4. Research methodology

In order to evaluate the research model, this study
develops a web-based survey based on the validated
measures in the literature to collect empirical data.

4.1. Measurement development

Items measuring professionals’ intention to get
involved in self-governing content are adapted from
Venkatesh et al. [48]. This study adapts items from
Malhotra et al. [43] to measure each type of motivation
to derive a composite score to measure self-determined
motivation. The composite score is weighted by
different types of motivation using a “relative
autonomy index” developed by Ryan and Connell [49].
Items measuring reciprociy, reputation, and trust are
adapted from Kankanhalli et al. [11], Tong et al. [50],
and Hsu et al. [33] respectively. Community
commitment is a second-order construct consisting of
two components: normative commitment and affective
commitment which are measured using items adapted
from Bateman et al. [38].

The adapted and modified measurement items will
be presented as statements in a questionnaire. Seven-
point Likert scales ranging from “Strongly disagree” to
“Strongly agree” will be used for all of the
measurement items.

The survey also includes demographic questions
such as: gender, age, profession, places to search for
online learning content, role in online community, and
past experience in getting involved in self-governing
online content. These demographic questions are



placed at the end of the survey in order to prevent
respondents from dropping the survey before
answering key questions associated with constructs in
the research model [51].

4.2. Survey design and sampling

This study uses a web-based survey, which will be
hosted on www.qualtrics.com, to collect empirical data
for the following reasons:

First, the focus of this study suggests that a web-
based survey is an appropriate tool to collect empirical
data to examine user involvement in self-governing
content in professional online communities. Second,
Qualtrics has a function that will maintain the
anonymity of respondents, ensuring that they will not
know the researcher and vice versa. An anonymous
web-based survey can reduce the response bias because
participants may give biased responses if they know
the researcher [51]. Third, a web-based survey
provides response control functions to make sure that
participants complete the questions required to be
answered, thus reducing missing data [51]. In addition,
Qualtrics can be set up to prevent a participant from
taking the survey multiple times. Fourth, a web-based
survey automatically stores survey responses into a
database directly, which eliminates transcription errors.

A convenience sampling technique is used to
collect cross-sectional data for this study. As this study
focuses on users’ intention, target participants will be
those who are users of professional online communities
with or without experience of governing online
content. Different level of experiences is to be recorded
in the demographic questions of the survey.

An invitation message regarding the recruitment of
participants for the survey will be posted on selected
professional online communities. The message will
outline the objective of this study, the sampling
procedure, protection of participants’ privacy,
confidentiality, anonymity, and plans of disclosing
survey result, which can help build trust between
participants and the researchers [51]. A link to the
web-based survey will also be provided in the
invitation message so that those who are interested are
able to participate in the survey by clicking on the link.

4.3. State of study

This study is currently at the stage of finalising the
survey questionnaire. A pilot study will be conducted
before the main data collection commences. Upon
completion of data collection, a two-step analytical
approach recommended by Hair et al. [52] will be used
to first assess the reliability, discriminant and
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convergent validity of the measurement model and
then validate the structural model. Structural Equation
Modeling will be used to analyse the data because it
can simultaneously test the reliability and validity of
measurement scales and estimate the relationships
between constructs.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

The increasing use of online content among
professionals raises concerns about the quality and
reliability of the content available in professional
online communities. Active user involvement is likely
to be a long-term, pragmatic, and sustainable
governance mechanism for maintaining quality online
content. Yet, little is known about why users have the
intention to get involved in governing online content.
Drawing from prior studies, this study proposes a
research model to explain users’ intention to participate
in self-governing content in professional online
communities. The research model illustrates that user
intention is influenced by users’ self-determined
motivation which, in turn, is affected by users social
exchange beliefs, including trust, reputation,
reciprocity, and commitment.

The potential theoretical contributions of this study
are three-fold. First, this study contributes to the body
of literature on self-governance mechanisms in online
settings which is one of the increasingly important
topics in a digital society [53]. While other research
looks into the evolvement [54], implementation [§],
and implications [55] of self-governance mechanisms
in online communities from the governance structure’s
perspective, this study examines self-governance
mechanisms from users’ point of view. The research
model highlights user involvement and promotes an
understanding of the significance of user participation
in sorting out quality content in professional online
communities. Second, this study advances the idea that
using motivation as a unitary concept can be
meaningful in understanding the relationship between
self-determined motivation and behavioural intention
[26]. Third, this study answers Meyer et al.’s [39] call
for acknowledging commitment as an important
energising force in the motivation process by
establishing a relationship between community
commitment and self-determination motivation.

This study has three possible practical implications.
First, the awareness of the significance of user
involvement could guide professionals who take
advantage of online content for their work to make
extra effort to contribute to the community beyond
posting questions and answering questions. Second, the
findings of this study may provide useful suggestions



to sponsors of professional online communities on how
to engage users in supporting the sustainability of the
community in terms of providing quality and reliable
content. Third, designers of professional online
communities could benefit from this study because the
understandings of factors that promote users’ self-
determined motivation to take part in sorting out
quality content may generate design guidelines to
support the effective implementation of self-
governance mechanisms.

Our future plan is to empirically evaluate the
research model to better understand the relationships
between the identified factors and users’ intention to
participate in self-governing content in professional
online communities.
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