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The Role of Social Capital and Identity in Knowledge
Contribution in Virtual Communities:
An Empirical Investigation*
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A challenge in fostering virtual communities is the continuous supply of knowledge, namely members” willing-
ness to contribute knowledge to their communities. Previous research argues that giving away knowledge
eventually causes the possessors of that knowledge to lose their unique value to others, benefiting all except
the confributor. Furthermore, communication within virtual communities involves a large number of participants
with different social backgrounds and perspectives. The establishment of mutual understanding to comprehend
conversations and foster knowledge contribution in virtual communities is inevitably more difficult than face-to-
face communication in a small group. In spite of these arguments, evidence suggests that individuals in
virtual communities do engage in social behaviors such as knowledge contribution. It is important fo understand
why individuals provide their valuable knowledge to other community members without a guarantee of retumns.

In virtual communities, knowledge is inherently rooted in individual members’ experiences and expertise.
This personal nature of knowledge requires social inferactions between virtual community members for knowl-
edge fransfer. This study employs the social capital theory in order to account for interpersonal relationship
factors and identity theory for individual and group factors that may affect knowledge contribution. First,
social capital is the relationship capital which is embedded within the relationships among the participants
in a network and available for use when it is needed. Social capital is a productive resource, facilitating
individuals” actions for aftainment. Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1997) identify three dimensions of social capital
and explain theoretically how these dimensions affect the exchange of knowledge. Thus, social capital would
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be relevant to knowledge contribution in virtual communities. Second, existing research has addressed the
importance of identity in facilitating knowledge contribution in a virtual context. Identity in virfual communities
has been described as playing a vital role in the establishment of personal reputations and in the recognition
of others. For instance, reputation systems that rate participants in terms of the quality of their contributions
provide a readiy available inventory of experts to knowledge seekers. Despite the growing inferest in identities,
however, there is little empirical research about how identities in the communities influence knowledge
confribution. Therefore, the goal of this study is fo better understand knowledge contribution by examining
the roles of social capital and identity in virtual communities.

Based on a theoretical framework of social capital and identity theory, we develop and fest a theoretical
model and evaluate our hypotheses. Specifically, we propose three variables such as cohesiveness, reciprocity,
and commitment, referring to the social capital theory, as antecedents of knowledge contribution in virtual
communities. We further posit that members with a strong identity (self-presentation and group identification)
confribute more knowledge fo virtual communities.

We conducted a field study in order to validate our research model. We collected data from 192 members
of virtual communities and used the PLS method to analyse the data. The tests of the measurement model
confirm that our dafa set has appropriate discriminant and convergent validity. The results of festing the
structural model show that cohesion, reciprocity, and self-presentation significantly influence knowledge con-
fribution, while commitment and group identification do not significantly influence knowledge contribution.

Our findings on cohesion and reciprocity are consistent with the previous literature. Contrary to our expect-
afions, commitment did not significantly affect knowledge contribution in virtual communities. This result may
be due to the fact that knowledge contribution was voluntary in the virtual communities in our sample.
Another plausible explanation for this result may be the self-selection bias for the survey respondents, who
are more likely to contribute their knowledge to virtual communities. The relationship between self-presentation
and knowledge contribution was found to be significant in virtual communities, supporting the results of prior
literature. Group identification did not significantly affect knowledge contribution in this study, inconsistent
with the wealth of research that identfifies group identification as an important factor for knowledge sharing.
This conflicting result calls for future research that examines the role of group identification in knowledge
confribution in virtual communities.

This study makes a contribution to theory development in the area of knowledge management in general
and virtual communities in particular. For practice, the results of this study identify the circumstances under
which individual factors would be effective for motivating knowledge contribution to virtual communities.

Keywords : IS Management, Knowledge Management, Virtual Communities, Knowledge Contribution, Social
Capital, Identity
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