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Abstract

This study explores how people trust each otheVirtual Communities (VCs). The online
presence is certainly different from the physicalid.; the broad question in this research is
whether trust is developed differently or not. Thain sociological factors that influence trust
in physical communities have been hypothesizedHeir contribution to the development of
trust in VCs. A quantitative online survey instrumevas developed based on existing
literature on Sociology detailing the sociologip&rspective of trust, as well as on the fields
eCommunities, eCommerce and Information Systen)s (IS

I ntroduction:

Virtual Community (VC) is a phenomenon that somscdibe as “new social life forms”
[11 pp.1] and due to the ease in which commundgsbe established online e.g. via a forums
and bulletin boards, they are spreading at a nagatey than physical societies. However, it is
widely believed that VCs are in fact an online nfestation of physical communities, despite
its strong reliance on technology and physicalatise between its participants. This prompts
further investigations for better understandingtloé ways various factors associated with
physical communities operate in VCs [17].

One key factor in physical communities is ‘Trusth the context of social phenomena, it is
“...other people and their actions [that] make up rtih@st important environment of our lives
and those are the crucial targets of our own astif28, pp21]. For this reason we place trust
in people and services every day. “If we did naicpl our trust so routinely, life would be
practically unliveable” [25, pp.2]. Trusting decias are made everyday; we trust the food we
eat and the train to take us to work. Trust isaiely a pre-condition for the existence of any
society [17].

This research presents a fresh sociological view trabt development in online
environments. Many of today's Virtual Communiti®CE) utilize bulletin board style setups
where people can create their own virtual ideniyyregistering and participating in online
discussions. For this reason it is very importargxplore how people trust each other in a VC
environment. The online presence is certainly d#ffié from the physical world. The broad
question in this research is whether trust is dgped differently or not. Despite strong
emphasis in the literature on importance of trnst-commerce transactions little attention has
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been given to the sociological perspective of tdestelopment in VCs and that how and in
what ways (if any) this traditional view can be kgxqb to VCs. To fill the gap, this study aims
to discover application of the traditional sociatg concepts of trust in Virtual Environments.

Literature Review

Many empirical sociological studies on VCs makeereiice to the sociological definition
of “community”. For instance Rothaermel & Sugiyaif® believe that VCs are similar to a
“community of mind described by Ténnies [15], excépat it forms through an electronic
communication medium and is not bound by spaceiaret [9, pp. 299].

It is important to realize that VCs are multididripry and their definitions vary depending
on the perspective used, which can include teclgypleaommercial (including business,
economics and e-commerce) and sociology [4]. Howevegardless of perspective, the
common core attributes of all VCs are:

* People.

» Shared goal and purpose which is the reason fagheithe community.

» Policies that govern use.

» Interactions, activities and participation involgiemotions.

» Use of computer systems, and

» Shared social conventions, language and protodpl§if3].

All definitions of VC revolve around the above commcore concepts. Some researchers
define VCs by focusing on “...the types of pradtidatual Communities [as opposed to the]
metaphysical properties” [7, pp. 2710]. One sudimd®n is from Ridings et. al. [24] who see
VCs as “groups of people with common interests @nadtices that communicate regularly and
for some duration in an organized way over the rivge through a common location or
mechanism” [24, p273]. The technologically orieathpapers on the other hand tend to refer
to VCs according to the technological platform ohiah it is delivered e.g. bulletin boards,
listservs etc. These technologies form the foundatdf community interactions [5].
Sociologists define VCs on the basis of the stieragid type of relationships and the way
people bond in an online environment without thast@ints of geographical location and
ethnicity [3].

From a sociological perspective, joining VCs alldar knowledge exchange and
relationship development [4]. To understand how thorks, there are two basic actions that
people can use in VCs and that is to receive inddion [4] or to give out information. VCs
based on common experiences (e.g. healthcare, inheaiéh, childcare, parental issues etc.).

The concept of ‘trust’ has been defined from a nendd perspectives including sociology,
philosophy and economics [21], [26]. Under the textbgical perspective, trust is viewed as a
system consisting of interacting agents that takevarious roles e.g. a citizen, service
provider, owner etc. [17], [20]. For example, Damgs et. al. [2] proposes a framework for
VCs with members playing various roles includingnitial contributor’, ‘opposer’,
‘argumentator’, and ‘supporter’. Figure 1 shows poments that make up trust in online
communities according to Carter and Ghorbani [20.:
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Figure 1 - Concept Dependency M ap; (adopted from [20, p. 8] )

Ebner et. al. [21] transformed their trust modeloim working prototype for virtual
healthcare communities (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2 - Reputation Indicators of Trust; (adopted from [21, pp. 2] )

E-commerce papers examine the trust between pempldransactional websites with an
emphasis on value adding and enhanced customer trus widely believed that online
transactions and exchanges are characterized meftamnty, anonymity, lack of control and
potential opportunism” [22], [26]. For this reasmiany papers seek to find “practical solutions
that might be offered to encourage the developnoérttust among online consumers and
retailer” [25, pp.3].

Some researchers focus on developing trust witlsipegific e-commerce environment such
as e-Auctions [19] & [25] and commercial VCs [26hive others suggest general concepts and
models of trust in e-commerce. For example, Wanglket[27] presented a comprehensive
coverage on trust, delving deeply into Human Compuiteraction (HCl)iterature to find a
reason why people trust technology e.g. via vartoust cues on the websites such as smartly
placed ads, images and working links.

The most commonly used types of trust in both E1o@nte and computer science papers are
explained in two levels [22]:
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* Personal and Interpersonal trust — this includes dispositional trust, trusting bedi
intentions and trust related behaviours.

* Trust in the institution or environment — this area includes system trust where a user
trusts the environment in which the transactiorti@xge occurs.

There are very few studies that focus on trust dasesociological definitions. One such
influential paper is by Ridings et. al. [24]. The@search was on the antecedents of trust that
aims to foster “voluntary online cooperation betwestrangers [participating] in VCs” [24,
pp.271]. Trust was placed in the middle as a mewjatariable and was looked at from both
sides: (i) what caused trust to develop, and (letlmer or not trust will predict a persons’
desire to exchange information. The focus howewas not on trust development alone (as is
the case in this study) but rather on the overmatgss of trust, from development to what
happens after trust is placed. The three fact@yg tonsidered to influence trust development
were ‘perceived responsiveness’, ‘others configiagsonal info’, and ‘disposition to trust'.

Resear ch M ethodology

Hypotheses
This research focuses on examining how trust iseldged in VCs using traditional
sociological concepts of trust and arrived at tiilo#ing set of hypotheses:

H1: On a personal level an individual can determire dkierall trustworthiness of another
party within a VC by considering theéReputationPerformanceandAppearance

H2: On a contextual leveAccountabilitymechanisms an8ituationalfactors contribute to the
development of overall trust.

Furthermore, this research will also examine iefaships that exist among each of the
above two groups of factors:

H1A: The factors under the personal level are all p@sdit related with one another.
H2A: The factors under the contextual level are allitpedy related with one another.

Definitions: Following definitions have been adopted in thigigtu

Performance: is defined as the actions of an individual, theiesent deeds conduct and
results. In physical world, performance is measusgdsporting times, exam marks, share
prices and other competitions. People are alsoegidny their performance at face value.
Therefore it is an area that is most prone to maafpns [28]. In this study, and in line with
the above real life examples, following indicatofgerformance in a VC were selected:

* Responsiveness of an individual [24].

» Comprehensive and elaborate replies.

* The total number of posts.

Appearance: In physical societies it refers to external chaggstics such as ethnicity, age,
gender, body language, smile dress, prestigiousehand car etc., and is closely related to how
individuals present/show their personality, idgntind status. The features that aid in trust
development is largely dependant on the individaatl their own circumstances, but in
general, “people tend to trust others who are aintib them and to distrust those who are
dissimilar from them [because] we are merely bedtguredicting the behaviour of those most
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like ourselves” [28, pp.79-80]. This study clainfsat for VCs, keeping in mind that this
assessment of trust is purely superficial, membansdevelop trust based on:

The number of hits and views in of a thread.

Appearance of a members’ signature and profiles.

English in posts are well worded, good manneredpantite.

Members’ current age, gender, sex and situation.

Contextual Level: The above concepts relate to acquiring some kn@elest information
about potential targets of trust. In order to cdasitrust development as a whole, some
features of the external context also need to hpoeed within which the interactions take
place. The relevant concepts in this category Acepuntabilityand Situationalfactors, and
are explained below:

Accountability: The sociological definition of accountability dealsth the “enforcement of
trustworthiness [including] the presence of agenam@nitoring and sanctioning the conduct of
the trustee” [28, pp.87). In physical life situa$oaccountability is present in every day trades
and in every contract that is signed. Accountabémhances the development of trust because
it changes the “trustee’s calculation of intered8, pp.87]. In the realm of the Internet,
accountability has been explored extensively by enams e-commerce literatures with focus
on enhancement measures such as authenticatiaugmatization in the technology [23], [27]
and those who investigate how individuals preskammiselves online [6], [14]. It is believed
that “accountability of self presentation in cylgase should be understood as a context
dependent phenomenon” [6, pp.3]. It is entirely topthe member to develop trust to a
particular member, and to decide whether or nat phece of information or this member is
trustworthy. Some factors associated with the actzdility in VCs also relate to
anonymity/visibility and structural arrangement8,[®p.89-90]. Authors believe that in a VC
some of these factors could be:

» Whether a user is registered or anonymous,

» Personal information in profiles (e.g. email addragstant messenger etc.), and

* The presence and actions of moderators.

Situational Factors: These are defined as features of the setting iciwifie trust development
takes place. The environments in which membersaoteand give/receive information form a
big part in their decision to accept a piece obiinfation or trust a particular member. Under
the sociological perspective one major situatidaetor would be the size of a community. It is
generally believed that trust is easier to comeénbsiose-knit, small, intimate communities as
opposed to anonymous urban crowds. This is dugetonutual visibility of all members; and it
decreases the cost of monitoring activities. Aap#ituational factor relates to the perception
of the surroundings. People tend to trust the gafietlean, elegant parks and streets than dirty,
dark and vandalized surroundings. The final fatboconsider is ‘self policing mechanism(s)’
such as law and order in physical societies [289%6). In this study the authors have
decided on the following situational factors farsr development in VCs: (i) the actual design
of the VC e.g. bulletin board style and graphicseaplored by Wang et al. [27] for e-
commerce websites, and (ii) contents of the VC.

Resear ch M ethodology

An online quantitative survey instrument was depell based on existing literature on
Sociology, eCommunities, eCommerce, and Informatystems. Two pilot studies were
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conducted as preliminary investigations as weltaagest the survey instrument. Descriptive
statistics were used to analyse the demographttsnatttiple selection questions. The Pearson
‘r correlation method was used to analyse the ttikeales and to test associations among the
concepts. The survey was made online.

Population Selection Criteria

The main criterion for selection of target popuatiwas the degree of reliance of the
community on members’ trust for their best perfanceand results. According to Madge and
O’Connor [8] parents make up a large proportiorihafse Internet users seeking help for not
only themselves but also for their family membeffie Internet is increasingly being
recognized as a place for social support [10].tRerreason the Parental VCs were selected for
the two pilot tests. These VCs often deal with flaeental issues from childbirth to family life
and they are very popular.

Summary of Results
Table 1 shows a summary of results for this study.

Table 1 - Pearson Correlations between measur es of Trust Development

Total Total
Total Total | Total | Situatio | Total Overa
Reputat | Appea | Perfor nal Account Il
M easur es ion rance | mance | Factors | ability | Trust
Total r 1 0.774 | 0.781] 0658| 0.656 0.608
Reputation ?;?I'e 32) 0.000| 0.000| 0.000| 0.000 0.040
(N) (316) | (316)| (316) (316)| (316)] (316)
Total p 0.774 1 | 0.829] 0699 0726 0.588
Appearanc  Sig. (2- |4 5 0.000] 0000/ 0.000 0.0do
e tailed)
(N) (316) | (316)| (316) (316)| (316)] (316)
Total p 0781 | 0.829| 1 0693| 0721 0.627
Performan  Sig. (2- | 4 509 | 0.000 0.000| 0.000 0.040
ce tailed)
(N) (316) | (316)| (316)] (316)| (316) (316)
Total p 0.658 | 0.699| 0.693 1 0.823| 0.588
Situational - Sig. (2- | 559 | 000 0.000 0.000  0.0do
Factors tailed)
(N) (316) | (316)| (316) (316)| (316)] (316)
Total p 0656 | 0.726| 0.721] 0.823 1 0.655
Accountabi  Sig- (2- | 5500 | g.000| 0000 0.000 0.0do
lity tailed)
(N) (316) | (316)| (316) (316)| (316)] (316)
Total r 0.608 | 0.588| 0.627| 0588  0.655 1
Overall Sig. (2-
g taody | 0000 | 0.000| 0.000 0000  0.00
(N) (316) | (316)| (316)| (316)| (316) (316)

All correlations are significant at the 0.01 ley2itailed).
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In the above table all correlation coefficients positive, implying that high score on one
factor is associated with high score on the ottued, are positively correlated.
The strength of a relationship can be determinedtyr’ value. A value of O indicates no
relationship and a value of 1.0 means a perfedtip@scorrelation. The significance of the
strength is gauged on the basis of the followirmpnemendations [32];
* Small Strength r=0.10 to r=0.29
* Medium Strength r=0.30 to r=0.49
e Large Strength r=0.50 to r=1.0

Table 1 shows strong relationships between each pfifactors and significant
relationships exist among Reputation, Performamzk Appearance; these are the factors fall
under the Personal level category. On the otherdhahe Situational Factors and
Accountability are strongly correlated; they falider the Contextual Level category.

For Situational Factors, presence of a broad rahg¢epics in a VC contributed the most to
trust building as it allows people to research aliba area and form their own judgment of
trustworthiness. For accountability, the existenEdorum rules and policies had the highest
number of responses. Significant correlations betweputation and performance, appearance
and performance and Situational factors and Aceilitty all correspond to the growing area
of identity and recognition research on the interf@eg., [1], [6] & [14] ). The association
between Situational Factors and Accountability ffan explanation to how accountability
mechanism works hand in hand with the VC envirorimianorder to create a sense of
responsibility within an individual. Lee [6] and \fgan [16] both look into this “invisible
influence” in their studies.

The relationship between each of the factors wWithttust development factor as a whole
are:

Total Reputation ‘ r * = 0.608 (Sig. 2-tailed = 00)

Total Appearance ‘r ‘ = 0.588 (Sig. 2-tailed =@0)

Total Performance ‘r * = 0.627 (Sig. 2-tailed 600)

Total Situational Factors ‘ r * = 0.588 (Sig. 2ksai = 0.000)
Total Accountability r * = 0.655 (Sig. 2-tailed = 0.000)

In Table 2, Accountability has the highest corielatwith the overall trust (r=0.655,
n=316, P<0.0005), which can be explained by straatfithe VC and heavy presence of active
moderators in the sample environments. The Appearaad the lowest correlation with the
overall trust (r=0.588, n=316, P<0.0005). This nimy related to the fact that majority of
members are long-term members are therefore are faaoniliar with each other on the VC,
and would therefore rely less on the superficipkeass in their trustworthiness assessments. All
factors had shared variances above 35% with ovieush.

Testing Validity: The overall Cronbach Alpha coefficients was 0.8di6the Overall Trust,
0.708 for Reputation, 0.856 for Appearance, 0.8@9 Rerformance, 0.899 for Situational
Factors, and 0.870 for Accountability. All valuesceeded the reliability threshold of 0.7
therefore the scales can be considered to be algrconsistent in measuring the factors of
trust development as well as overall trust.
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Future Work

Below is a list of potential opportunities that laarts will be considering in their future

works:

Replicating this study in other domains for inciegexternal validity of the results.

Further validation of the scales that were usedifeasuring trust development factors in
VC.

Through extensive data mining operations and mdrareced statistical methods, either
identifying new factors contributing to trust demeinent, or further confirming the current
ones, or both.

Delve into a particular factor, and investigate whappens after trust is placed (e.g.,
cohesion and formation of a sense of community).

Exploring both situational factors as well as paiteof people’s trust development in
virtual communities: is it the advice?, the so@ahotional support?, the sincerity?, the
information?, the environment?.

Examining how this socially-grounded concept oktrdevelopment in VCs changes over
time, and how it evolves [18].

Examining the influence and disposition of trusttirst development.

Considering the cultural impacts on an individuai'epensity to trust.
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