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INtrODUctION

The ongoing expansion of organizations’ interna-
tional activities has led to a search for solutions 
to assist in the creation and transfer of knowledge 
among them, in an attempt to increase their profits 
(Laurie, 2002).

Knowledge sharing solutions describe three 
frameworks where knowledge sharing occurs: 
virtual communities, knowledge communities, 
and virtual knowledge communities.

A virtual community is defined as “a group 
of people with common interests who communi-
cate via the Internet and perceive themselves as 
a defined group” (Jarvenpaa, Knoll, & Leidner, 
1998). Knowledge sharing solutions focus on 

the concentrated approach, which involves the 
creation of a central information base for storing 
information. However, this has been found to be 
ineffective for knowledge sharing among virtual 
organizations (Fahey & Prusak, 1998; Markus, 
2001), mostly as a result of the fact that information 
is oftentimes inaccurate and frequently contains 
errors. A possible explanation for this phenom-
enon relates to the employees’ tacit knowledge, 
known to be necessary in order to achieve effective 
knowledge transfer (Grover & Davenport, 2001). 
Global organizations often utilize a decentralized 
network supported by “peer-to-peer” (P2P) tech-
nology, which is a computer network that relies 
on the computing power of and the participants in 
the network. Such networks are useful for sharing 
audio and video data or anything in digital format. 
P2P technology serves as an infrastructure for DOI: 10.4018/978-1-59904-885-7.ch190



2002

Sharing Knowledge in Virtual Communities

virtual knowledge communities, where interac-
tive relationships are established among users in 
order to transfer both explicit and tacit knowledge 
(Kwok & Gao, 2004).

Establishing a virtual community is perceived 
as a knowledge management strategy, the goal of 
which is to assist an organization’s knowledge 
management processes regarding human capital 
via technological tools that enable interaction 
among employees in real time (Cortada & Woods, 
2000).

Despite the ever-increasing expansion of the 
establishment of virtual knowledge communities, 
thus far very little is known about the factors 
that lead individuals who participate in virtual 
communities to share their knowledge and, as a 
result, enhance the success of the community (Ar-
dichvili, Page, & Wentling, 2003). Concurrently, 
the expanded activities of virtual organizations 
create an interest and an added challenge when 
it comes to examining the factors that motivate 
employees to participate in virtual communities 
(McLure & Faraj, 2000).

The current article is an attempt to minimize 
the gap in the existing literature and industry 
regarding the factors that motivate knowledge 
sharing among employees in virtual communi-
ties/organizations. The second part of the chapter 
will define the term knowledge community and 
will focus on virtual knowledge communities. 
The third part of the work will present a review 
of the knowledge sharing factors implemented in 
virtual communities. In the fourth part, we present 
a theoretical model that identifies the factors that 
motivate employees’ knowledge sharing in virtual 
communities. The fifth part of the work presents 
future research directions. Finally, in the sixth part, 
we present a summary and major conclusions.

KNOWLEDGE cOMMUNItIEs

Lave and Wenger (1991) were among the first 
to present the concept of “knowledge communi-

ties”. They focused on the fact that most human 
learning centers on specific events (Boeckaerts 
& Simons, 1993). This type of learning involves 
people with common interests who have come 
together because of a specific subject, which is 
managed within a group framework (Wenger, 
2001, p. 2). Knowledge communities and their 
skills are defined as “learning groups where new 
knowledge is created based on a mutual commit-
ment among group members to assist other group 
members in solving problems” (Wenger, 1998, p. 
214). These groups differ from other groups in the 
organization in their informal capacity to engage 
in a long-term commitment toward developing 
the abilities of all group members by utilizing 
processes involving the transfer, acquisition, and 
creation of knowledge (Wenger & Snyder, 2000).

There is a growing interest to try and imple-
ment knowledge communities as a solution to the 
ever-increasing need to bridge the gap between 
large numbers of individuals dispersed among dif-
ferent organizations, who are interested in sharing 
knowledge (Soekijad, Mirjam, Veld, Enserink, & 
Enserink, 2004).

VIrtUAL KNOWLEDGE 
cOMMUNItIEs

Organizations today are actively trying to create 
a technological infrastructure in order to provide 
a means of dialog among employees who cannot 
meet face-to-face because of communication limi-
tations stemming from global business operations. 
This is an attempt to increase knowledge transfer 
among participants who wish to share their experi-
ences and problems within the context of a virtual 
community. A virtual knowledge community is 
defined as “business partners and members of work 
teams dispersed throughout the world who com-
municate via information technologies.” Virtual 
knowledge communities have been categorized 
into three groups (Soekijad et al., 2004):
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