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Knowledge sharing in online communities: Incentives and
barriers

Fotios Zygouris, Sofia Papadopoulou”

Abstract

With the development of information and communication technology (ICT), online environments have
enabled users to establish online communities, where they can congregate and engage in various social
interactions (such as discussion groups, bulletin board systems, etc.), both synchronously and
asynchronously. Apart from purely social online communities, such as Facebook or MySpace, some
communities evolve to share knowledge, forming online communities that often resemble communities
of practice found in workplaces and educational institutions, where a common interest, identity, and a
set of communication norms and structures are cultivated through interaction. These communities are
also known as electronic knowledge networks. The success and proliferation of these networks compel
organizations to establish and manage such communities to facilitate intra-organizational knowledge
exchange. In this context, this paper endeavors, through a review of Greek and foreign-language
literature and articles, to investigate the factors that motivate or inhibit knowledge-sharing behavior
(explicit or implicit) in online communities. The resulting findings can assist developers and managers
of online knowledge-based communities in effectively promoting online knowledge-sharing behaviors
and enhancing their longevity.

Keywords: knowledge sharing, online communities, electronic knowledge networks.

Introduction

The development of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) and the prevalence of
the Internet have diversified how people communicate, provide, and receive information (Li,
2015:171; Rajabion, Wakil, Badfar, Mojtabavi Naeini & Zareie, 2019). Internet users, free from
the constraints of space and time, can browse the Internet, meet other people randomly or
intentionally, and share knowledge, information, ideas, and experiences (DeLaat, Lally,
Lipponen & Simons, 2006; Shallen, Yusof, Mohammed, Zahari & Hamzah, 2020).

One of the technological developments that has altered communication patterns is the
emergence of social media (Bala, 2014:2; Edwards, 2015). Social media serves as a valuable
platform for facilitating knowledge sharing and communication, not only at the
personal/individual level but also within organizations (Ahmed, Ahmad, Ahmad & Zakaria,
2018:1).

The utilization of social media for knowledge sharing has garnered considerable scholarly
attention. While there has been extensive literature exploring the use of social media for
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knowledge sharing (Ihsaniyati, Sarwoprasodjo, Muljono & Gandasari, 2023:2283-1), further
investigation is warranted into the factors that motivate or hinder knowledge sharing behavior
within online communities. This study aims to conduct a literature review of research on the
utilization of social media for knowledge sharing, particularly focusing on the factors

influencing knowledge sharing behavior (explicit or implicit) within online communities.

Online communities represent one of the most prominent facets of social media, playing a
pivotal role in the dissemination of data and information (Maharani & Hendriyani, 2017; Souri,
Rahmani, Navimipour & Rezaei, 2019). As new tools for knowledge management, they are
rapidly expanding (Yue & Zhang, 2016:491). These platforms provide individuals, groups, and
organizations with a convenient way to share and seek information and knowledge on topics of
interest (Hilverda & Kuttschreuter, 2018:1904; Jacobsen, Tudoran & Léhteenmaiki, 2017:10),
delivering this information promptly, accurately, and effectively (Kuttschreuter, Rutsaert,
Hilverda, Regan, Barnett & Verbeke, 2014:11). Online communities transcend the boundaries
of traditional communities, enhance the efficiency of online communication, and foster
innovative methods for generating and disseminating organizational knowledge (Rajabion,
Nazari, Bandarchi, Farashiani & Haddad, 2019). Furthermore, online communities promote
interaction and the sharing of knowledge and experiences, serving as a key pillar for the sense
of security among participants within organizations. With increasing numbers of individuals
viewing online communities as effective communication channels and primary sources of
information and knowledge, understanding the factors that can facilitate or impede knowledge

sharing becomes imperative.

This paper is organized as follows: The first section explores the concepts of knowledge and
knowledge management. The second section introduces online communities. The third section
describes the process of knowledge sharing within these communities. The fourth section
examines the motivations and barriers that influence participation in online communities. The

paper concludes with a discussion and final conclusions.

Knowledge - Knowledge exchange

In today's "knowledge economy" era, knowledge is recognized as a crucial organizational asset
that requires appropriate management and communication to uphold the organization's
competitiveness and enhance its efficiency (Colnar & Dimovski, 2017:147). Knowledge is an
intangible asset (Bashir, Usoro & Khan, 2015:12) that can reside within individuals,
organizational documents, knowledge management systems, processes, and activities,
embodying rules, routines, and behaviors acquired through years of work experience (Filieri,
2010:15). The value of knowledge manifests when it is accessible, developed, and applied
(North & Scharle, 2020:10) and can be enhanced when shared with others (Shallen et al.,
2020:2).
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Armntzen-Bechina and Leguy (2007:154) define knowledge as "a fluid combination of
experiences, values, contextual information, expertise, and grounded intuition that provides a
framework for evaluating and integrating new experiences and information." According to
Mihindu, Fernando, and Khosrowshahi (2008), processes related to knowledge—such as
creation, recognition, storage, evaluation, exchange, transfer, acquisition, community learning,
distribution, and dissemination—are highly interdependent knowledge management processes
in which individuals or groups engage daily.

Knowledge management can be perceived as the process through which individuals create,
transfer, and embrace knowledge across different levels of interactions or networks (Nair &
Munusami, 2019:175). Knowledge management tools encompass policies, know-how,
practices, and technologies that facilitate the exchange and transfer of knowledge. The primary
organizational benefits include fostering connections among individual members to enhance,
expand, and share their knowledge (Bashir et al., 2015:12).

In organizations, knowledge management is described as "an organizational process of creating
a central source of knowledge that facilitates the acquisition, assimilation, distribution,
integration, sharing, retrieval and reuse of internal and external, explicit and tacit knowledge to
promote innovation in the organization" (Kaira & Priri, 2022:543).

Knowledge creation and sharing within organizations are fundamental components of
knowledge management, contributing to the development of organizational value. Particularly,
knowledge sharing—where individuals voluntarily and consciously exchange their knowledge,
experiences, and skills (Abker, Mohamed, Ibrahim & Eltayeb, 2019:34), collaboratively
generating new knowledge within organizations or departments—is among the foundational
functions of any knowledge management initiative within specific organizations (Zheng,
2017:52; Zygouris & Papadopoulou, 2022:3799). This collaborative process facilitates
cooperation, knowledge dissemination, acquisition, and the collective ownership of knowledge
by multiple parties (Zhang, Ma & Lyu, 2021:1511). Furthermore, it is crucial for translating
individual knowledge into organizational knowledge (van den Hooff & de Ridde, 2004).
Individuals engaging in knowledge exchange must understand the conditions under which
knowledge exchange occurs and the potential benefits they stand to gain. Additionally, they
must possess the appropriate motivation to transfer knowledge (von Krogh, Nonaka & Aben,
2001). Incentives encourage stakeholders to share their knowledge and experiences, thereby

enhancing organizational innovation and excellence.

Knowledge, whether tacit or explicit, constitutes a critical organizational asset. The
sustainability of an organization relies on its ability to acquire, store, and utilize knowledge
effectively. To gain a competitive edge, every organization must focus not only on selecting and
recruiting employees with the requisite knowledge but also on implementing procedures and
practices to leverage the existing knowledge within the organization (Jusoh & Alfawareh,
2019:1). Moreover, fostering a culture of knowledge sharing is essential. This can be achieved
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by acknowledging and rewarding employees who actively share their knowledge and by
providing the necessary resources to facilitate their involvement. Additionally, cultivating a
culture of knowledge sharing entails creating a collaborative environment where employees
feel empowered to contribute their knowledge, leading to enhanced organizational performance
and competitiveness (Budryt¢é & Vainauskiené, 2023:25-26). Often, employees possess
knowledge and experiences that remain unexpressed. However, when incentives are provided
and tacit knowledge is captured, the potential to enhance organizational learning increases. A

crucial element is transforming individual learning into organizational learning.

In the first generation, knowledge sharing tools were primarily designed to address challenges
associated with temporal and geographical distances among workers. In the second generation,
knowledge exchange tools take on a "socio-technical" nature, aiming to diminish social distance
within the workplace (Lee, Wang, Yeoh, Ikasari, 2020:1).

Online communities

According to Aristotle, humans are inherently social beings. Throughout history, individuals
have formed small or large groups to fulfill common needs and pursue shared objectives. The
defining characteristic of these groups or communities is social interaction (Hatzis,
Grivopoulou & Robolas, 2020:78).

In the first definition, these groups live in the same geographical area, are self-sufficient in
economic, religious, social and other aspects, and are strictly separated from other groups.
Contemporary authors emphasize the importance of belonging, emotional bonds and mutual
support among members and the common culture they share, while ignoring the strictly
territorial aspect (Cartarescu, 2010: 81).

A community can exist in virtual or physical spaces, or a combination of both, where individuals
with similar interests, objectives, and experiences gather to share, connect, exchange ideas, and
collaborate towards common goals. Groups with specific interests also communicate in
cyberspace through email, forums or bulletin boards, newsgroups, and chat rooms
(Abuhamdieh, 2006:23). Social media platforms can facilitate the emergence of such
communities and provide ongoing support to sustain them (Faraj, von Krogh, Monteiro &
Lakhani, 2016:4).

Online communities represent a form of electronic structure enabling Internet users to connect,
communicate and collaborate. Similar to offline communities, online communities consist of
individuals who share common backgrounds, values, or interests and engage in regular
interactions. Each participant can be a sender and receiver of information from different cultural
backgrounds. Online communities enable global knowledge exchange (Bashir et al., 2015:12).

Faraj, Jarvenpaa, and Majchrzak (2011:1224) define online communities as "open collectives
of dispersed individuals whose members are not necessarily known or identifiable but have

common interests and care about their individual and collective well-being".
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Members of these communities nurture and sustain their relationships through computer-
mediated communication (Gruzd, 2018), guided by their own set of norms and requirements,
including engagement, moderation, and management (Bond, 2020). The growth and
effectiveness of online communities hinge on the number of active members and their level of
participation (Hjelm & Stilbom, 2023:3). For sustainable development, a major challenge is to
ensure that participants voluntarily contribute and share knowledge. To achieve this goal, many
online communities provide anonymity services to encourage members to participate more in
knowledge sharing activities (Lee, 2021:1).

Rheingold (1993, as cited in Papadhmhtriou & Lionarakis, 2009:41) coined an additional term
"virtual communities" to describe groups of individuals engaging in public discussions over an
extended period, gradually forming emotional connections and establishing networks of human

relations.

Online communities have existed on the Internet for more than two decades. Existing literature
shows that members of online communities communicate, exchange information and share
knowledge through the Internet (Akhavan, Nabizadeh, & Rajabion, 2017), and the main reasons
that motivate people to join the community are seeking social support and the exchange of
information and experience (Al-Khasawneh et al., 2023:2; Sari & Othman, 2018:378). These
communities extend beyond the confines of traditional settings and enhance the efficacy of
online communication interactions (Rajabion et al., 2019:366). Interaction within online
communities can take various forms, including face-to-face meetings with an online group or a
combination of both (Ford, Korjonen, Keswani & Hughes, 2015:2). This versatility suggests
that online communities offer added value by virtue of their ubiquity, enabling users to share
knowledge anytime, leveraging internet technology and connectivity (Ogbamichael & Warden,
2018). Consequently, they are perceived as informal tools for enhancing knowledge sharing
(Tang & Yang, 2005:500).

The success of online communities depends largely on the willingness of participants to share
and exchange knowledge with others. Therefore, one of the challenges of online communities
is to retain and motivate members to contribute knowledge. Many online communities fail
because members are unwilling to participate in the knowledge sharing process (Sari &
Othman, 2018:378).

As user-members increasingly utilize complex new web services (Web 2.0) for real-time
communication, content creation, and file exchange, the online communities they form are
evolving into second-generation communities (community 2.0). Within Web 2.0 environments,
individuals have access to various communication channels such as forums, social networks,
blogs, and communities, enabling them to contribute their knowledge and skills while also
learning from others (Al-Qadhi, Md Nor, Ologbo & Knight, 2015; Lai, Huang & Hung, 2018).

It is important to highlight the advantages of online communities.
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Factors such as time saved when searching for information on the Internet, collaborative
problem solving during economic crises, available support systems, and user-employee
satisfaction and loyalty significantly contribute to the healthy development of both the
community and the organization (Richmond, 2020).

Knowledge sharing in online communities

Knowledge sharing entails the deliberate behavior and choice of individuals to voluntarily
externalize or disseminate knowledge, as well as the capacity of knowledge recipients to
internalize or assimilate this knowledge (Zhang et al., 2021:1510-1511). Within organizations,
the primary objective of knowledge sharing is to leverage accessible knowledge to enhance
employee performance, effectiveness, and the coordination of organizational procedures
(Lenart-Gansiniec, 2019:220). Abkers et al. (2019:34) note that knowledge sharing among
employees facilitates the absorbtion, comprehension, and applicability of knowledge by others

within the organization.

Online communities facilitate a novel approach to knowledge sharing, significantly broadening
the scope of traditional communities (Li, 2015:171). They provide platforms for collaboration
by facilitating the exchange of both implicit and explicit knowledge (Faraj & Shimigu,
2018:1593), thereby enhancing the efficacy of online communication interactions (Li,
2015:171; Rajabion et al., 2019:366).

In these communities, the creation and dissemination of knowledge are entrusted to the users.
Every registered user has the ability to share information and knowledge, fostering the
productive flow of knowledge within the community (Shalleh et al., 2020:2). The process of
knowledge sharing entails the knowledge source utilizing the online community as a
mechanism to effectively transfer their knowledge. This process enables the recipient to develop
the necessary understanding, facilitating the generation of solutions to problems (Sharratt &
Usoro, 2003:189).

Participation in online communities is voluntary and characterized by a high degree of freedom,
with individuals themselves determining the content and type of knowledge shared within them
(De Laat, 2006). The more active the members, the more frequent the knowledge exchange
between users (Zhang, Ma & Lyu, 2021:1510). Many organizations recognize online
communities as crucial for knowledge management and actively support their development to
achieve business goals (Hsu, Ju, Yen & Chang, 2007:153). The use of online communities for
knowledge sharing in large organizations is increasing (Bashir et al., 2015:12). The increase in
their use is particularly evident when they operate in highly uncertain or ambiguous
environments (Zhang et al., 2021:1511). Furthermore, organizations create online communities
to facilitate the knowledge sharing process among their employees (Hwang, Singh & Argote,
2015:1593). Many authors point out that large organizations consciously recruit members from

DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNICATION AND DIGITAL MEDIA
UNIVERSITY OF WESTERN MACEDONIA, GREECE



Envisioning the Future of Communication /EFoC —Vol. 2

different societies, countries, and cultures who bring different ideas and cultural values to the
workplace (Bashir et al., 2015:12).

Organizations can derive significant benefits from knowledge sharing through online
communities. As individuals share their expertise and experiences, new knowledge is
generated, which can enhance organizational processes, clarify goals, and lead to more effective
decision-making. The resulting new organizational knowledge can then be leveraged to foster
innovation, improve performance, and enhance competitiveness (Budryté & Vainauskiene,
2023:19-20). Knowledge sharing within online communities enables organizations to identify
innovative solutions and practices, thereby improving the effectiveness and efficiency of human

resources.

Motivations and barriers to participation in online communities

In online environments, knowledge sharing is intricately connected to the values and norms
upheld within online communities. Individuals contribute to these values by adhering to
community rules (Keating & Straub, 2020:2). The extent of knowledge sharing within online
communities is influenced by the motivations driving individuals to participate, as well as the
barriers hindering their engagement. Motivations and barriers to knowledge sharing in online
communities arise concurrently within people's actions (Hew & Hara, 2007:2311). In this study,
motivations refer to the factors that activate and guide individuals' behavior towards sharing

knowledge.

Motivations for knowledge sharing in the online context can generally be categorized into six
main groups: reciprocity, personal gain, altruism, team commitment, familiarity with
technology use, and extrinsic goals (Hew & Hara, 2007:2311). In communities where
knowledge sharing is central, encouraging individuals to share knowledge and increasing their
motivation to do so, as well as enhancing the frequency of knowledge sharing, are key
considerations in the online knowledge exchange process (Yilmaz, 2016:374). When
employees perceive that a community meets their interests and needs, provides a pleasant
experience, and offers rich and high-quality knowledge or resources, they are more likely to be
satisfied with the community and inclined to participate actively. Consequently, the more active
the members of an online community, the greater the frequency of knowledge flow among its
users (Zhang et al., 2021:1510). Therefore, it is essential to identify the factors that either
encourage or hinder individuals' behaviors in the knowledge sharing process (Yilmaz,
2016:374).

Antikainen and Vaitdja (2010:445-446), categorized motivations for participating in online
communities into three categories: a) intrinsic motivations, such as ideology, joy, fun,
entertainment, interest in the subject of the community, learning, sharing knowledge, improving
skills, b) extrinsic motivation, such as a sense of efficacy, technology-related user needs,

rewards, organizational recognition, reputation, increased professional status, and c) social
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motives, such as altruism, reciprocity, care for the community, friendship and recognition from
other members.

Barriers to knowledge sharing can be defined as factors that limit an individual's behavioral
intention to share knowledge (Hew & Hara, 2007:2312). Recently, Hjelm and Stidlbom
(2023:12) after an overview of the relevant literature listed schematically the possible obstacles
to the exchange of knowledge. First, they listed all the barriers to knowledge sharing. Then,
they categorized the barriers into four categories of factors: individual, organizational, cultural
and technical factors. In the end, they noted the broadest category that summarizes all thirteen
barriers they came up with in their study (Figure 1).

Lact of renrpenanal s
- Nt owerted hery
Lnck of e Individual Barriers

* Lk of motvation

Lack of managasial Arection

+ Cumed ogsrsationsl clbure Organizational Barriers
Lach of madery/rcle moatet
Barriers to

Knowledge

Language Sharnng
*  Homophiic prefemmons Cultural Barriers
*  Imeravonal candardy/ reguation

Figure 1: Model summarizing individual, organizational, cultural & technical barriers to knowledge
sharing.

Kacperska and Lukasiewicz (2020:11) categorized knowledge sharing barriers into three
categories:

Organizational barriers include the absence of a transparent incentive system that rewards
knowledge sharing, an "outdated" organizational culture, the lack of positive examples from
organizational leadership, insufficient evidence of benefits from knowledge sharing, rigid

organizational hierarchies, and inadequate processes or an unsupportive work climate.

Individual barriers encompass differences in knowledge level and experience, time constraints,
perceived risks associated with knowledge sharing, personal biases or interpersonal conflicts,
as well as gender, age, and cultural disparities.

Technological barriers may involve a lack of training in utilizing modern technologies for
knowledge sharing or a misalignment between expectations and technical capabilities.

Rajabion et al. (2019:337) have identified and categorized the factors influencing knowledge
sharing in online communities. These factors included satisfaction, motivation, usefulness, ease
of use, social capital, member attachment, e-loyalty, culture, online learning, willingness, self-
efficacy, commitment, psychological safety, altruism, reciprocity, fairness, social support,
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rewards, reputation, pleasure in helping others, social interaction, identification and shared

vision.

Hew and Hara (2007:2312) also identified six general categories of barriers that can inhibit
knowledge sharing in online communication environments: technology, lack of knowledge to
share knowledge, competition, factors relating to the community itself, their personal attitude
and confidentiality issues. Employees, as noted by Ardichvili, Page, and Wentling (2003:64),
may be reluctant to contribute knowledge to the organization due to fears of potential criticism
or concerns about inadvertently providing trivial, imprecise, or irrelevant contributions that
could mislead other community members, to the detriment of the organization.

Trust emerges as the most critical factor for knowledge sharing within online communities, as
emphasized by Al-Qadhi, Md Nor, Ologbo, and Knight (2015:154) and Fullwood, Rowley, and
McLean (2018:1). Individuals are more inclined to share knowledge when they perceive others
as trustworthy, as they are less apprehensive about the misuse or exploitation of shared
knowledge. Studies by Chang and Chuang (2011), Lee and Hyun (2018), and Kumi and
Sabherwal (2019) have demonstrated that trust and reputation motivations significantly
promote knowledge sharing among users in online communities. Trust, reputation, and
reciprocity motivations positively influence both the quantity and quality of knowledge sharing.
A higher level of trust among community members, coupled with a strong pursuit of status and
reputation within the community, and a robust sense of reciprocity, correlates with increased
frequency of knowledge sharing within the community. Moreover, an emphasis on integrity,
accuracy, and professionalism in shared knowledge further enhances knowledge sharing (Zhang
etal., 2021:1519).

Conclusions

This study aimed to identify the factors influencing knowledge sharing in online communities,
which are widely adopted by organizations for knowledge management purposes. Online
communities offer environments where individuals within organizations can converge based on
common roles, expertise, or shared interests, facilitating interactions. They play a crucial role
in fostering social networks among individuals, enhancing both individual employee
performance and organizational effectiveness. ICT serves as a supportive factor for knowledge,
information, and experience exchange within online communities, offering numerous
advantages. Existing online platforms facilitate and enhance knowledge sharing by overcoming
time and space constraints, thus improving access to information and knowledge among
individuals who possess it. However, barriers to knowledge exchange exist, stemming from
factors that inhibit an individual's intention to share knowledge. These barriers manifest at

individual, organizational, cultural, and technological levels.

The efficiency of online communities yields positive outcomes, such as time savings and

collaborative problem-solving. Furthermore, increased activity among members within an
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online community fosters a more frequent flow of knowledge among its participants, enhancing
interaction, externalization of tacit knowledge, and organizational innovation. However,
individuals may refrain from contributing knowledge due to various reasons, often rooted in
self-interest. Therefore, organizations must cultivate a culture of knowledge sharing. This can
be achieved by acknowledging and rewarding individuals who actively share their knowledge,
providing appropriate resources, and encouraging participation. Additionally, the
implementation of training programs can significantly raise awareness among employees
regarding the importance of participating in knowledge-sharing communities, while also
enhancing their knowledge and skills at a specific level. When organizations create conditions
for optimal exchange, storage and transfer of human resource knowledge and experience, their
competitiveness and efficiency increase. Without the development of knowledge management
and online communities, organizations have a large amount of knowledge and experience that

remains untapped.

Through online communities, the parties involved share their know-how and experiences,
improve the organizational processes in the organization, resulting in more effective
achievement of goals. In order to reduce barriers to knowledge sharing in online communities,
it is necessary to develop trust and a positive and supportive framework for human resources to
externalize tacit knowledge. Then there are chances that the tacit knowledge will turn into
explicit and this in turn into organizational knowledge. An organization's organizational culture
when functioning positively increases the prospects for knowledge sharing through online
communities and creates conditions for promoting organizational innovation and effectiveness.
Incentives from the leadership of organizations to human resources will promote more eftective

sharing of knowledge and experience and drive it to achieve the goals of organizations.
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