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A major challenge for online communities is 
encouraging members to participate and contribute to 
the content of the community. A qualitative study with 
a group of very active members we called informal 
leaders, revealed that they were motivated by wanting 
to help other members but only for those communities 
which related to their “day job”. Surprisingly, they did 
not appear to be motivated by the need to develop 
their reputation or to connect with others. These results 
provide new insights into participation in enterprise 
online communities. 
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Introduction 
What motivates community members to contribute to 
an enterprise online community when people who 
provide no visible contribution can enjoy the same 
readership privileges and where the time and effort 
devoted to the community competes with other more 
pressing business priorities?  

CSCW 2014 • Poster February 15–19, 2014, Baltimore, Maryland, USA

149



 Community 
Owners 

Informal 
Leaders 

Mean 41.36 134.06 
SD 49.50 204.63 
Table 1. Number of Contributions 
by Informal Leaders and Owners of 
the Same Communities 

Current research points to several motivations for 
community participation. Some people contribute to 
enhance their professional and personal reputation  [3, 
5], because of a general wish to help others [2, 5] or 
because of a desire to build stronger social connections 
[2]. Still others may become active because they enjoy 
the work that the community does – this is especially 
true of open source communities [3] – or to gain access 
to the informational resources in the community [1]. 
We examined issues of motivation in an interview study 
of enterprise online communities. 

Study Design 
The study was conducted with a large multinational 
company that had a long history of supporting online 
communities. Within a community, members could 
participate in online forums, author wikis and blogs, 
and share bookmarks and files. Community 
membership was voluntary. Membership roles were 
defined in terms of “owners” and “members”. Owners 
often started the community and retained some 
obligation for on-going content and participation.  

We selected 180 mature communities with high levels 
of contribution in order to focus on issues of motivation 
without being distracted by problems of adoption. 
Average size was 849 members and 6 owners who had 
a contribution rate of 26% and 79% respectively. 
Within the 180 communities we found a few members 
whose level of contribution exceeded that of the 
community’s owners.  These criteria yielded a total pool 
of 136 members from 37 communities. We will call 
these highly-active, non-owners, “informal leaders” on 
account of their level of activity potentially encouraging 
others to participate in the community [1].  We issued 
invitations to 28 informal leaders, of whom, 21 

responded and agreed to be interviewed (Table 1). To 
ensure a good cross section of people and communities 
we did not issue invitations to more than 2 informal 
leaders from any one community and we sought to 
include people from many different countries (Figure 
1). These criteria meant ignoring more members from 
well represented countries such as the U.S.  

Interviews 
The interview questions were designed to elicit the 
participant’s motivation for participation, and their 
specific activity in the community. The questions 
included background information about current role and 
tenure and whether there were specific goals for 
community participation, a general description of the 
community, and how it related to their current job. All 
of the questions were asked about the specific 
community with which the participant was identified. 
The interviews were conducted by phone with 2-3 
researchers present; one person asked questions and 
others took notes. We recorded each interview after 
first asking permission of the participant. We analyzed 
the results by assigning content from the interviews to 
one or more categories based on prior research and a 
set of categories the researchers developed together 
after all the interviews were complete. 

 
Figure 1. Informal leaders were 
from 9 countries. Darker 
countries indicate more 
informants from that country. Results 

Helping Others 
Informal leaders were motivated by wanting to help 
others. For instance, an IT architect we interviewed was 
motivated to help members of a community that other 
people had set up in conjunction with a new business 
process. He saw his role in the community as being the 
person who could help provide a more holistic 
perspective on decisions that were being made that 

CSCW 2014 • Poster February 15–19, 2014, Baltimore, Maryland, USA

150



might otherwise not be apparent to the other members. 
He had access to some of the executive decisions 
through his participation on task forces. He also 
mentored members who he knew had something they 
wanted to ask but were unwilling to post it in the 
community. He would post their question in the 
discussion forum and then direct them to both the 
question and the responses it generated with the intent 
of encouraging others to participate. 

Helping Others 
“If I can help others, I will be the 
happiest person. Helping others is 
helping ourselves”. 
 
 

Although many informal leaders were motivated by a 
desire to help others we were very surprised to learn 
that their behavior was self-limited to just one 
community, the one associated with their work, even 
though there was no restriction on membership or level 
of activity in other communities. They were very clear 
that they either did not participate or participated very 
little in other communities. Moreover, participation 
declined when their job changed, even if they remained 
in the same community. We heard comments such as: 
“[My] participation dropped off after I changed roles.” 
“I am very active in all things related to [area of 
specialization] but not others.” Given limited time, it is 
a prudent strategy to allocate effort where it will have 
the most effect. Access to information 

“A community is as strong as you 
make it … the more I put in the 
more I get out.”  
 
“There is a lot of information I 
would like to have and the only 
way of getting it is to have others 
participate.” 
 
“The more I share the more I 
learn”. 

Access to informational resources  
Informal leaders clearly hoped to gain access to better 
information as a result of their contribution. The 
clearest expression came in the form of a behavior 
called by some researchers, Pay it forward, or 
generalized reciprocity [4]. This behavior refers to 
someone who volunteers something good for others in 
the belief that their action is more likely to be 
reciprocated in the future. Several participants 
contributed with the expectation of receiving something 

back, typically in the form of responses to posts. One 
person would elicit feedback from others by, for 
instance, sharing code he had written, knowing that 
others would use and comment on it. Or he might 
document how-tos, which could eventually turn into 
documentation that would be useful for others on their 
projects. Another informal leader followed a similar 
strategy only instead of sharing code, he shared 
content that he knew to be flawed with the intent of 
eliciting responses from other members of the 
community.   

Rewards and incentives 
The informal leaders had no direct reward or incentive 
to participate. We found a few who were asked to 
“spread knowledge in the company” or “actively 
support forums as a way to bring valuable solutions 
back to management”. But these goals were not 
necessarily linked to any particular community nor were 
there any goals or expectations about a particular level 
of participation or contribution to the community. For 
example, one informal leader noted that his manager’s 
statement, “I don’t want to see things in email,” was 
sufficient incentive for him to exclusively use the 
community. We had only one informal leader say that 
he “would not have been as active if it were not for his 
performance plan”. Informal leaders might also receive 
feedback on their contributions to the community as 
part of their annual performance review. Because the 
participants in our sample made a lot of contributions 
to their community, they received positive feedback. “I 
did well because I was one of the most active 
responders.” But this feedback occurred after the 
contributions had been made. Some communities had 
begun a practice of providing feedback by publicly 
recognizing the most active contributors, for instance, 
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by posting their names in the community. Based on our 
interviews, this form of public recognition reinforced a 
member’s existing behavior by acknowledging the 
contribution but was not sufficient to motivate 
participation. 

Discussion 
This short study has highlighted several new aspects of 
motivation not previously documented in the literature. 
First, we found that while informal leaders were 
motivated by wanting to help others and by gaining 
access to informational resources [1-3, 5] they limited 
their participation to the community directly related to 
their daily work. This approach directed participation 
where it was most likely to be effective and have direct 
personal benefit. Second, informal leaders were often 
deliberate in eliciting others to contribute to the 
community as a way of generating new valued 
information. Third, contrary to previous research there 
was little support that participants were motivated to 
contribute to the community to enhance their online 
reputation [3]. Nor was there support for social benefits 
such as building more or stronger relationships with 
individuals in the community [1]. We also examined 
whether informal leaders were motivated by extrinsic 
factors such as individual performance goals and 
reviews. There was no evidence that these factors 
motivated contributions although recognition was 
appreciated.  

Taken together, the results study paint a picture of a 
group of active contributors, informal leaders, who are 
motivated to participate in the community to help their 
community thrive, and, in so doing, to have the 
community generate information and knowledge of 
direct benefit to them in their job.  Even in an 

enterprise setting where online communities augment 
other business tools, it is challenging to have members 
make the connection between the level of community 
activity and their own work. In future we need to be on 
the lookout for members, such as the informal leaders 
in this study, who not only see the value of online 
communities but see that their level and type of 
contributions can spur others to contribute as well.  
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