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Thisempirical study appliesan existing scaleto measuretrust in the context of virtual communities on the Internet, and exploresfactors
that build trust in thisunique environment. Theresults show that trust is composed of two dimensions: trust in others’ abilitiesand trust
in benevolence/integrity. In addition, thisresearch found that trust has rel ationships with percei ved responsiveness, disposition to trust,
and perceptions regarding the degree to which other s confide personal information. Trust itself affected participants’ desireto get and

to provide information to othersin the online community.

INTRODUCTION

The rapid growth of virtual communities on the Internet [9]
and accompanying research expansion [12, 21] provides afertile
areaof study. Virtual communitiesarise asanatural consequence of
people coming together to discuss acommon hobby, medical afflic-
tion, or other similar interest. Virtua communities can be defined
as groups of people with common interests and practices that
communicate regularly and for some duration in an organized way
over the Internet through a common location or site.
Giventhat trust isamong the most important antecedents of
interpersonal interaction in general [15], and affects online
behavior in particular [5, 6], this study examinesthe role of
trust in virtual communities and how it affects the
participants’ desireto provide and receiveinformation. The
research also examined effects of group behavior and
disposition to trust on the development of trust in other
community members. The research model proposed by this
study is presented in Figure 1.
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THE CONCEPT OF TRUST

The definition of trust is dependent upon the situation in
which it is being considered [15]. Extending this logic, trust in
virtual communitiesislikely to be better understood in the context
of interpersonal relationships, i.e., trust between human beings
[19], or what Luhmann [15] terms personal trust. His definition
positionstrust as amechanism required to reduce social complex-
ity and uncertainty, conditions that exist in virtual communities.
In this context, trust has been defined as the willingness to
take arisk [16]. This definition has been also used in the
study of trust in virtual teams [13]. Giffin [8] has defined
trust as “reliance upon the communication behavior of
another person in order to achieve a desired but uncertain
objectivein arisky situation” (p. 105), further emphasizing
that inherent in the notion of trust is some element of risk.
Trustisthusaset of beliefsabout othersthat will justify this
risk [8].

Trust is a pivotal and essential element in long-term social
relationships[2, 15]. Individualswill oftenrefrainfrom any inter-
action with others whom they do not trust [15]. Trust is the
confidencean individual hasin that another person or personswill
behave only as they are expected to and will do so in a socialy
acceptable and ethical manner [14, 15, 16]. This confidence is
essential in long-term relationships because in the lack of a com-
prehensive set of rulesto govern such relationships[2]. Trust also
reduces the fear that the trusted party will take unruly advantage
or engagein otherwise opportunistic behavior [4]. Trust should be
important in online communitiesfor the samereasons. Inanonline
community such opportunistic behaviors could include selling per-
sonal information that was provided with the understanding of
confidentiality, using the community to deliberately and stealthily
market productsand services, making unfair practica jokesat mem-
bers, and, in general, behaving in adysfunctional manner that ruins
the community. Such behavior applies also to any other type of
community, except that in the case of an online community the
anonymity provided by the Internet make such behavior much
easier to perform by the perpetrator and much harder to notice by
thevictim.
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HYPOTHESES

Trust is built through successful interpersonal interaction
[2, 6, 15]. An individual who posts messages on a community
most often expects some type of response. If there are no re-
sponses, trust in others will not develop, because of alack of a
successful interpersonal interaction. Conversely, if an individual
posts a message and in a short period of time there are numerous
replies, trust should be built. Thusit is hypothesized:

H1: Participants perceptions of other members’ respon-
siveness will be positively related to their trust in other commu-
nity members.

Anindividual must have some cause for developing trust in
others[15]. In avirtual community trust is built by reading what
others post. If others post personal information about themselves,
they are making themsel ves appear to be more than just astranger,
and are showing that they trust others with sensitive information.
By disclosing their gender, age, or perhaps a personal problem,
they are less a stranger and more an acquaintance or friend. This
personal information is intimately related to the development of
trust.

Handling personal information with sensitivity has been sug-
gested as building trust for e-commerce sites [3]. Just as trust is
essential for consumers to divulge personal information for elec-
tronic commerce, itisproposed herethat virtual community mem-
berswill have increased trust in others when they see others con-
fiding personal information on the virtual community. Thusit is
hypothesi zed:

H2: Participants’ perceptions of the degree to which others
confide personal information will be positively related to their
trust in other community members.

Disposition to trust is defined as a general willingness to
depend on others [17]. This trait is stable across situations [16].
Disposition to trust may be especially effective when the parties
arestill unfamiliar with one another [16, 19], asmight bethecasein
avirtual community, where almost anyone can reply. Mayer et al.
[16] proposed that disposition to trust is positively related to
trust. Disposition to trust has been empirically found to be di-
rectly related to trust in virtual settings [6, 13]. Therefore, it is
hypothesized that:

H3: Participants' disposition to trust will be positively re-
lated to their trust in other community members.

Trust enables and determines the nature of interpersonal
relationships[2, 6, 13]. In atrusting environment, people are more
inclined to help others and to request others' help, whilein aless
trusting environment, people tend to shun away from providing
information or requesting it [2, 15]. It is thus hypothesized that
when participants are trusting, that they will be more inclined to
provide and request information:

H4.1: Participants' trust will be positively related to their
willingness to provide information to others.

H4.2: Participants' trust will be positively related to their
willingness to request information from others.

METHOD

The methodology used to test the hypotheses was a cross-
sectional survey. Much of the past scholarly research in computer-
mediated communication (CMC) has conducted experiments in
laboratory settings [20]. However, externa validity in these cases
is problematic since participants are a captive audience, sample
sizeissmall, and researchers usually contrast CM C with face-to-
faceinteraction [20]. Experiments al so have limitations due to the
difficulty in manipulating the experimental conditions [19]. To
maximize external validity, thisresearch used field survey method-
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ology as the most appropriate to test actual membership percep-
tion regarding trust in real virtual communities.

The population of interest was members of virtual commu-
nitieson the Internet. It was highly desirable to use the technol ogy
of the Internet to both contact a subset of this population and to
collect the data. Therefore, the survey was posted on the Internet
as a Web page, and the request to participate was posted directly
on thevirtual communities.

MEASURES

Existing scales from the literature were reviewed and items
were carefully adapted or developed for each construct. Both a
pretest and pilot were conducted. All of the items (Appendix)
were measured with 7 point Likert-type scalesranging from strongly
disagreeto strongly agree.

Trust
Trust is considered in this study as a belief. The measure-
ment of the components of trust is taken from Jarvenpaa, Knall,
and Leidner [13]. The scaleswere altered dlightly to fit the virtual
community environment.

Responsiveness of Others

No existing scale could be found to measure the responsive-
ness of others in an environment such as a virtual community.
Gefen and Keil [7] developed a scale to measure the responsive-
ness of developers. While not directly applicable to this study, the
notion of being responsive to requests [7], was incorporated into
the scale developed for this study. Theitemsin this scale referred
to the timeliness and quantity of responses.

Degree to Which Others Confide Personal Information
No existing scale could be found to measure the degree to
which people confide personal information in an environment such
as avirtual community. Thus a scale was devel oped specifically
for this study. Consistent with the literature reviewed above [3,
18], the items in the scale ask about the willingness of others to
share personal information.

Disposition to Trust
The scale to measure disposition to trust was adapted from
Gefen [6]. Gefen used the scale to measure disposition to trust in
the environment of the Internet, which is similar to the environ-
ment in the present research.

Desire to Exchange Information

The most often cited reason for joining avirtual community
isto exchangeinformation [10, 21]. A scaleto measurethisdesire
was created specifically for this study. Drawing on the reasons
from the literature, the itemsin the scale ask about coming to the
community for information, facts, advice on carrying out tasks,
and to sharetheir knowledge. Thefirst threeitemsfocus on getting
information, the last two on giving information.

SAMPLING PROCEDURE

Researchers have devel oped criteriain order to include com-
munities from study, such as minimal traffic volume and a mini-
mum number of different posters[22]. Therefore, rigorous criteria
were devel oped regarding minimum number of postingsand users.
These criteria were chosen to make sure the communities were
large and active. Communities using bulletin boards were targeted
for this study since they could be easily observed.
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In order to collect data from awide variety of communities
and to maintain randomness in the sample, a rigorous procedure
was adopted in order to select communities for the study. A ran-
dom number generator was used to pick communities from search
engine results. Forty communities were selected, and the message
requesting participation was posted on each of these directing
respondents to the URL for the survey.

Data Collection and Response Rate

Community members were given 10 days to respond. A
total of 696 responses were received from the 40 communities. Of
this total, 663 responses from 36 communities were usable.

Self-selectionisalimitation, which can be addressed by match-
ing the demographics of the sample with the demographics of
known population of Internet users, a procedure that has been
used in similar Web-based survey research [1]. Unfortunately, there
is virtually no public data available about the demographics of
bulletin board users. However, several surveys of Internet users
can be used to compare demographics [23, 24, 25]. The present
sampleisfairly similar to other surveys of Internet users.

Responserate calculation isdifficult sinceit isimpossibleto
know how many people viewed the post requesting participation.
Several attempts at response rate calculation are reported here.
One possible measure is the number of completed surveys per the
number of unique visitsto the survey. The rate of completions per
visit was 60.66%, and the rate of usable surveys per visit was
57.71%.

A contact was made with one of the communities to gather
information about community size to estimate response rate. This
board averages about 875 visits per day. Inthefirst 24 hours of the
survey request, 44 surveys were received. If this was an average
day, approximately 5% of visitors responded. Respondents from
this community, according to survey responses, believe the core
group of regular contributorsisabout 61 to 80 people. 87 of the 90
respondents are active posters. Therefore, it may be that most
active community members did respond to the survey, yielding a
response rate near 100%.

Responserate could be calculated by observing the commu-
nity after the survey request was posted, and seeing how many
people posted during thistime period. Thisis problematic because
as the request to survey moves farther down in the list of active
threads it is unlikely that someone posting on the board five days
after the researcher’s post would even scroll that far down to read
all posts. Nevertheless, to provide another possible way of ascer-
taining response rate, the number of unique posters on another
board was counted for the 10-day period. There were 107 unique
people who posted. There were 10 responses from this board,
which is 9.3% of 107. This ignores any lurkers who might have
read the post but declined to participate.

SAMPLECHARACTERISTICS

The largest response from a single community was 90,
(13.57%). There were 14 communitiesfrom which therewere fewer
than 10 respondents (n=78).

Themajority (62%) was male, and 78% were between 18-49
years of age. The vast majority (91%) was Caucasian, and most
(67%) had an education of at |east some college. M ost respondents
were from the United States (93%) and were employed full time
(70%). These demographics are consistent with most surveys of
Internet users (www.cyberatlas.com). The respondents spent an
average of 3-6 hours a week in the community and have been
members, on average, for 9-12 months.

MEASUREMENT OF THEVARIABLES

A factor analysis using the Principal Components method
with Varimax rotation was performed. Results suggested that sev-
eral items be dropped from the scales in order to achieve a high
level of reliability and validity. Specifically, anitemwasdropped if
(@) it did not meet the threshold loading of 0.40 on any factor, (b)
itshighest |oading on an expected factor was not above 0.60, or (c)
it showed asignificant variance across multiple factors[11].

Perceived responsiveness, desire to give information, and
desire to get information loaded exactly as expected. Each had
acceptable Cronbach alphareliabilities: .85 for desireto get infor-
mation, .89 for desire to give information, and .90 for responsive-
ness. Confiding personal information and disposition to trust also
loaded on separate factors as expected after dropping the items,
with resulting Cronbach alphas of .89 and .86 respectively.

The trust items loaded on two distinct factors. Other re-
searchers[2, 13, 16] have suggested that trust is composed of trust
in abilities, benevolence, and integrity. One factor emerged asthe
trust in abilities dimension (alpha=.91). Trust in benevolence and
trust in integrity were merged together in the other factor. Other
researchers [5] have found similar results. Since very few of the
integrity items remain in the factor analysis, it may be that integ-
rity needsto be measured differently in the online environment. To
maintain consistency, this factor was named trust in benevolence/
integrity (alpha=.88).

TESTINGTHEHYPOTHESES
Linear regression was used to test the proposed relation-
ships. The results are presented in Tables 1 and 2.

Trustin

Abilities Trust in Benevolence/

Integrity

Variables

Perception of Responsiveness | .317** 371%*

Others confide personal info | .196** 152 *

Disposition to trust 157*%* .168**
RY| 214"~ AT

**p<.001 Table1

Desreto
Get Info.

Desreto

Give Info.

VEREIES

Trust in Ability .168**
Trustin 191** .302**
Integrity/Benevolence

R° 101** 253**

*+¥p<.001 Table2

The perception of others' responsiveness was significant in
the regressions, supporting H1. The degree to which others con-
fide personal information was significant, supporting H2. Finaly,
disposition to trust was also significantly related to trust, sup-
porting H3. Trust itself affected both the desire to give and desire
to get information, supporting H4.1 and H4.2.

DISCUSSION
Two dimensions of trust emerged in this study. Trust in
abilities was distinct, but trust in benevolence and integrity com-



bined into one dimension. It may be that conformance to socially
acceptable behavior or standards (integrity) and adesireto do good
(benevolent intentions) are synonymousin the virtual community
environment. Jarvenpaa et al. [13] applied the trust scale in a
virtual team setting where the teams were composed of students
working on a class project. This situation is distinctly different
from the case of virtual communitieswhere participantsare drawn
by a common interest.

This research sought to understand what mechanisms build
trust in virtual communities. Investigate of trust antecedents re-
vealed that perceptions of responsiveness, the degree to which
others confide personal information, and one's own disposition to
trust were al positively related to the dimensions of trust. This
indicates that virtual community members will trust more when
they perceive others are responsive with regard to personal, sub-
jective perceptions of quantity and timeliness of responses. As
expected, when others confide personal information, trust in oth-
ersis higher. Thus when others show that they are willing to take
arisk by giving information about themselves, higher trust inthese
othersexists. Thisissignificant becauseit showsthat even though
participants may come to talk about a particular topic (Honda
motorcyclesor real estate appraisal), they will trust others more if
they know something personal about them. Disposition to trust is
also positively related to trust in others, indicating that people
who are generally trusting exhibit more trust in others.

As expected, trust plays a significant part in participants
desire to exchange information. People are more likely to have a
desire to exchange information with others if they feel trust in
others’ abilitiesand benevolence/integrity.

The results of this study have limitations. There are thou-
sands of communities on the Internet, and identification of the
population of interest (virtual community users) is difficult at
best. Response rate was virtually impossible to calculate. Finaly,
the cross-sectional design does not afford the opportunity to infer
causality among the constructs.

IMPLICATIONS

The results of this study have many implications. Bulletin
boards are beginning to be used frequently in education and organi-
zational work in order to alow students or professionals to ex-
changeinformation asynchronously. Work groupswith these char-
acteristics are certainly similar in many waysto virtual communi-
ties. Bulletin boards provide an appropriate to support this work.
The primary reason why peoplejoin and use virtual communities
isto exchangeinformation. For the bulletin boardsto be successful
(i.e., for participantsto exchange information) and foster the sense
of community indicative of success, trust must be present. This
research shows that it may be important to have team members
that have a high disposition to trust, and it is important that the
participants feel that others are responsive and willing to confide
personal information. Communities will not achieve their goal,
information exchange, without trust.

REFERENCES

1. Bellman, S, Lohse, G. L., & Johnson, E. J. (1999). Predictors
of Online Buying Behavior. Communications of the ACM,
42(12), 32-38.

2. Blau, PM., Exchange and Power in Social Life. 1964, New
York: John Wiley & Sons.

3. Dayadl, S, H. Landesberg, and M. Zeisser, How to build trust
online. Marketing Management, 1999. 8(3): p. 64-73.

4. Fukuyama, F. (1995) Trust: The Social Virtues & the Creation
of Prosperity. New York, NY: The Free Press.

2001 IRMA International Conference ¢ 377

5. Gefen, D., Building Users' Trust in Freeware Providers and
the Effects of This Trust on Users Perceptions of Usefulness,
Ease of Use and Intended Use of Freeware, Doctoral Disserta-
tion. 1997, Georgia State University: Atlanta.

6. Gefen, D., E-commerce: The Role of Familiarity and Trust.
Omega, 2000: Forthcoming.

7. Gefen, D. and M. Keil, The Impact of Devel oper Responsive-
ness on Perceptions of Usefulness and Ease of Use: An Exten-
sion of the Technology Acceptance Model. The DATABASE for
Advances in Information Systems, 1998. 29(2): p. 35-49.

8. Giffin, K., The Contribution of Studiesof Source Credibility to
a Theory of Interpersonal Trust in the Communication Pro-
cess. Psychological Bulletin, 1967. 68(2): p. 104-120.

9. Gross, N., Building Global Communities, in Business\Week
Online. 1999, available at http://businessweek.com/datedtoc/
1999/9912.htm

10.Hagel, J. and A.G. Armstrong, Net Gain: Expanding Markets
Through Mirtual Communities. 1997, Boston: Harvard Busi-
ness School Press.

11.Hair, JF, R.E. Anderson, and R.L. Tatham, Multivariate Data
Analysiswith Readings. 1987, New York: Macmillian.

12 Hiltz, S.R. and B. Wellman, Asynchronous L earning Networks
as a Virtual Classroom. Communications of the ACM, 1997.
40(9): p. 44-49.

13.Jarvenpaa, S.L., K. Knoll, and D.E. Leidner, Is Anybody Out
There? Antecedents of Trust in global Virtual Teams. Journal
of Management Information Systems, 1998. 14(4): p. 29-64.

14.Lewis, J. D. and A. Weigert (1985) “Trust asa Social Reality,”
Socia Forces (63) 4, pp. 967-985.

15.Luhmann, N., Trust and Power . 1979, Great Britain: John Wiley
and Sons.

16.Mayer, R.C., JH. Davis, and F.D. Schoorman, An Integrative
Model of Organizational Trust. Academy of Management Re-
view, 1995. 20(3): p. 709-734.

17.McKnight, D.H., L.L. Cummings, and N.L. Chervany, Initial
trust formation in new organizational relationships. Academy
of Management Review, 1998. 23(3): p. 473-490.

18.Parks, M.R. and K. Floyd, Making Friends in Cyberspace.
Journal of Computer Mediated Communication, 1995. 1(4).

19.Rotter, J.B., Generalized Expectanciesfor Interpersonal Trust.
American Psychologist, 1971. 26: p. 443-450.

20. Sudweeks, F. and S.J. Simoff, Complementary Explorative Data
Analysis: The Reconciliation of Quantitative and Qualitative
Principles, in Doing Internet Research: Critical Issues and
Methods for Examining the Net, S. Jones, Editor. 1999, Sage
Publications: Thousand Oaks. p. 29-55.

21.Wellman, B. and M. Gulia, Virtual communities as communi-
ties, in Communitiesin Cyberspace, M.A. Smith and P. Kollock,
Editors. 1999, Routledge: New York. p. 167-194.

22.Witmer, D.F.,, RW. Colman, and S.L. Katzman, From Paper-
and-Pencil to Screen-and-Keyboard: Toward a Methodology
for Survey Research onthelnternet, in Doing Internet Research,
S. Jones, Editor. 1999, Sage Publications: Thousand Oaks. p.
145-161.

23.The Lifestyles of the Online Shoppers. http://
cyberatlas.internet.com/big_picture/demographics/article/
0,1323,5901_256591,00.html.

24.Women Taking the Internet Lead. http://cyberatlas.internet.com/
big_picture/demographics/article/0,1323,5901 221541,00.html.

25. The World's Online Populations. http://cyberatlas.internet.com/
big_picture/geographicg/article/0,1323,5911_151151,00.html.




0 more pages are available in the full version of this document, which may be
purchased using the "Add to Cart" button on the publisher's webpage:

www.igi-global.com/proceeding-paper/development-trust-virtual-

communities/31647

Related Content

Risk Management via Digital Dashboards in Statistics Data Centers

Atif Amin, Raul Valverdeand Malleswara Talla (2020). International Journal of Information Technologies
and Systems Approach (pp. 27-45).
www.irma-international.org/article/risk-management-via-digital-dashboards-in-statistics-data-centers/240763

Enhancing Formal Methods with Feature Models in MDD
Felice Laura, Ridao Marcela, Mauco Maria Virginiaand Leonardi Maria Carmen (2015). Encyclopedia of
Information Science and Technology, Third Edition (pp. 7106-7121).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/enhancing-formal-methods-with-feature-models-in-mdd/112409

Scientific Principles Applied to Design-Type Research
(2012). Design-Type Research in Information Systems: Findings and Practices (pp. 156-178).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/scientific-principles-applied-design-type/63110

Social Welfare-Based Task Assignment in Mobile Crowdsensing

Zheng Kangand Hui Liu (2023). International Journal of Information Technologies and Systems Approach
(pp. 1-28).

www.irma-international.org/article/social-welfare-based-task-assignment-in-mobile-crowdsensing/326134

Weighted SVMBoost based Hybrid Rule Extraction Methods for Software Defect Prediction
Jhansi Lakshmi Potharlankaand Maruthi Padmaja Turumella (2019). International Journal of Rough Sets
and Data Analysis (pp. 51-60).
www.irma-international.org/article/weighted-svmboost-based-hybrid-rule-extraction-methods-for-software-defect-
prediction/233597



http://www.igi-global.com/proceeding-paper/development-trust-virtual-communities/31647
http://www.igi-global.com/proceeding-paper/development-trust-virtual-communities/31647
http://www.irma-international.org/article/risk-management-via-digital-dashboards-in-statistics-data-centers/240763
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/enhancing-formal-methods-with-feature-models-in-mdd/112409
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/scientific-principles-applied-design-type/63110
http://www.irma-international.org/article/social-welfare-based-task-assignment-in-mobile-crowdsensing/326134
http://www.irma-international.org/article/weighted-svmboost-based-hybrid-rule-extraction-methods-for-software-defect-prediction/233597
http://www.irma-international.org/article/weighted-svmboost-based-hybrid-rule-extraction-methods-for-software-defect-prediction/233597

