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Abstract 

The idea of communities of practice draws much attention among scholars and practitioners. 

Communities are regarded as successful tools for leveraging knowledge transfer and learning 

in organizations. They can exist virtually, such as online discussion boards, or in real life, 

such as in physical meetings and conferences. The core idea of communities of practice is that 

members can share, discuss, and generate new knowledge through communication with each 

other and thus enhance their productivity at the workplace. In this thesis I focus on the group 

of peripheral members, called lurkers, and investigate costs and benefits associated with 

lurking. I conduct a qualitative meta-analysis of six studies on lurking in communities of 

practice and examine different possible conceptualizations of the term lurking. It is argued 

that lurking is a biased and ambiguous concept and therefore difficult to manage for scholars 

and practitioners. There is a negative underlying assumption toward lurking that hides 

valuable benefits generated through lurking. Drawing from a literature review and a meta-

synthesis, it is suggested that lurking is a form of participation that can be reconstructed as 

listening and learning. By drawing on the reconstruction of lurking, hidden benefits can be 

illuminated and lurking is can be recognized as a valuable form of participation. 
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1 Introduction 

 "Making knowledge workers productive requires changes in attitude, not only on the 

part of the individual knowledge worker, but on the part of the whole organization."  

Peter F. Drucker (1999) 

 

Drucker (1999) stated that we are living and working in a knowledge society in which 

organizations need to learn constantly, in order to respond quickly to changes in their 

environment to stay competitive. He identified knowledge workers as the most valuable 

resources in the changing society. As a key management challenge for the 21st century 

Drucker claimed the need for new management methods that could improve knowledge-

worker productivity. For creating such a learning organization the management is facing the 

challenge to exploit the knowledge of their workers in the most efficient way. The idea that 

knowledge can be extracted from individuals, converted into databases, and coded is not 

applicable anymore, because knowledge work requires continuous learning (Drucker 1999). A 

great trap for knowledge management practitioners is the application of information 

management tools and concepts when knowledge work systems are needed. Early on, experts 

framed networks of contacts from which they could draw resources to solve their business 

problems. This community network mode of knowledge work uses the exploration of 

knowledge based on people and interactions. The resulting challenge to knowledge 

management practitioners is hence, first, to create an environment that truly values sharing 

knowledge and, second, to enable this process and help people to communicate and think 

together. The discipline knowledge management has reacted to this need and set up systems 

to support existing knowledge networks of experts.  

The concept discussed in this thesis is called communities of practice, or virtual communities 

of practice, if they are based on online platforms. In the following paragraphs I will introduce 
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the two main concepts of my thesis, which are communities of practice and lurking. Further, I 

will hint at what is meant by hidden benefits of lurking.  

A community of practice is a network of experts who share a common interest about which 

they communicate (Davenport and Hall 2002). Contemporary examples for communities of 

practice are found in academia and corporate contexts. In academia professors and researchers 

gather in communities to establish themselves as experts while discussing new research 

results or potential research projects. A corporate example for the application communities of 

practice as tools of knowledge management is provided by the Siemens AG. The management 

board has set up communities in a bottom-up manner. They aimed to interconnect experts 

across restructured divisions and different locations, swiftly integrate new employees, and 

reduce redundancies at different sites. Further, a corporate knowledge function was 

established which officially supported and coordinated these various communities (Davenport 

and Probst 2002). Individuals who are seeking for solutions for a concrete problem can 

directly enter their requests into a platform and an expert in the domain can then apply his 

experience to the problem at hand. By receiving appropriate feedback about the practical 

implication of their advice knowledge providers are also improving their own expertise. 

Along with concrete problem solutions community platforms provide space for discussions 

across various work groups in the organization. The knowledge creation process in a 

community is seen to be twofold. On the one hand, an individual can develop knowledge in 

the community and establish himself as an expert. On the other hand, an organizational 

archive of members’ contributions is generated (Wenger et al. 2002a). There are also 

communities that span organizational borders. Extra-organizational communities of practice, 

how they are often called, are to be found at big social networks such as LinkedIn. Here 

practitioners from various corporations gather in communities of practice around specific 

domains. For instance, the community of “Organizational Change Practitioners”1 claimed as 

the group’s purpose to advance the profession of organizational change management. To this 

end, the community is only accessible for practitioners from the field that can contribute to 

the knowledge creation. In the discussion threat members request for assistance in specific 

business issues and discuss best practices in the domain of organizational change 

management. The work-related discussions enable the knowledge improvement of each 

community member and contribute to the knowledge creation within the domain as a whole. 
                                                

1 Accessible at: http://www.linkedin.com/groups?gid=63688&trk=myg_ugrp_ovr 
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Communities of practice are especially beneficial for areas, in which personal knowledge of 

experts can directly be applied to related and concrete business problems (Brown 1998; 

Wenger 1998b; Wenger et al. 2002a). Communities of practice have been described and 

justified as an effective way for knowledge sharing and learning in recent years, because they 

seem to provide the right context for individual and organizational learning. In other words, 

communities of practice raised enormous attention in the field of management since they are 

seen to combine knowledge management, organizational learning, and communication. 

Although communities of practice do not necessarily require an online platform for their 

existence, virtual communities of practice are today the most common form of communities. 

Trier (2005) acknowledges that the application of new communication channels is a 

development with much potential, especially in light of increasing globalization and 

geographical dispersion of experts. In this thesis I am following the emerging trend and focus 

on the virtual form of communities of practice. However, I did not add the preface ‘virtual’ to 

title of this thesis, because I argue that virtual communities of practice are the adequate 

successor of traditional communities of practice. Virtual communities have the advantage that 

they can meet people’s need for communication in the globalized world better with help of 

various technological communication channels, such as instant messaging, video-conferences, 

or file sharing. Wenger (2009), who coined the term community of practice in 1998, also 

recognizes that the application of technical solutions to knowledge work is currently 

enfolding its potential. He states that “[the Internet] expands the possibilities for communities 

and calls for new kinds of communities based on shared practice” (Wenger 2009: 4). 

Lurkers are individuals who observe, but do not actively engage in the discussion process. For 

example, there are people who try to find solutions for their problems, but do not actively 

pose the specific question in a discussion forum. Instead, they browse through previous posts 

of members and try to find the answer to their questions. Prior research found that lurkers 

dominate communities in terms of membership size (Nonnecke and Preece 2000, 2001, 2003; 

Nonnecke et al. 2006; Preece et al. 2004; Schneider et al. 2013). Nonnecke and Precce (2000, 

2001, 2003) explored that up to 90% of community members are lurkers. Through lurking 

individuals get familiar with the community’s domain, behavioral norms, and values of the 

community. Rafaeli (2004) states that there is lurking since there is computer-mediated 

communication and the Internet culture has coined the term. However, the expression lurking 

is traced back to its first usage in the 14th century when it was used to describe a person who 

stayed in concealment, often for evil purposes (Meriam Webster Dictionary 2013). The 
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reasons why people lurk in communities of practice are diverse and will be elaborated later on 

in this thesis.  

With taking a closer look on the phenomenon of lurking, I will be able to throw light on 

hidden benefits of lurking. The concept of lurking is tricky to use in a coherent manner, 

because there is a lack of a sound understanding of what lurking really is. How the term is 

widely used is problematic as a concept. Most uses of it tend to be biased. Typically, scholars 

struggling with the concept slide either to a ‘cost’ or a ‘benefit’ pole. The ‘cost’ pole sees 

lurking as a free-rider problem that threatens the existence of the whole community, because 

lurkers use resources without giving back to the group (Kollock and Smith 1996). The other 

pole, argues that lurking is a process of socializing with the group and its norms and values in 

order to contribute on a higher level eventually. Drawing from the literature on communities 

of practice I will show that the bias in the concept of lurking is difficult to resolve. However, 

although conceptually problematic, I will argue that the term lurking, properly reconstructed, 

can have interpretative value for scholars and practitioners. Hence, drawing from a qualitative 

meta-analysis, this thesis attempts to provide a critical review about the concept of lurking, 

and to suggest a theoretical concept that recognizes costs and benefits of lurking. The 

academic contribution of my thesis is thus to question an assumption that has framed the 

research about lurking for long. Although, I am fascinated by the discussions about success 

factors for communities of practice, I do not intend to join them here. Nor is it my intention at 

any point in this thesis to render lurking more important than posting. Rather, my aim is 

providing a more sound understanding of what lurking in communities of practice actually is.  

1.1 Research Questions 

The following questions steer and structure my research process: 

• What is lurking in communities of practice?  

• What are costs and benefits of lurking in communities of practice? 
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1.2 Thesis structure 

To answer the research questions at hand, I structure the thesis as follows: 

- Chapter one has so far introduced key concepts of this thesis. I have stated my 

objectives of and motives for writing this thesis. I defined the research questions that 

steer and guide my research. The rest of the chapter will outline the remaining 

structure of my thesis.  

- Chapter two provides a literature review on communities of practice and knowledge 

management. First, I review the concept of knowledge to understand the underlying 

theory. Second, I define what are communities of practice in the context of knowledge 

management. After introducing these two concepts as a suitable framework for my 

thesis, I delineate the importance of communities of practice as means of knowledge 

in organizational context.  

- Chapter three presents the theoretical foundations of this thesis. It first defines lurking, 

which is the core phenomenon of this work. A review of Wenger’s seminal work on 

legitimate peripheral participation serves as an important theoretical underpinning of 

this work.  

- Chapter four explains and evaluates methodological choices made in this thesis to 

conduct research. I illustrate the potential of qualitative meta-analysis to provide a 

sound basis for my research while highlighting the strength and weaknesses of latter. 

The entire research process of data collection techniques, selection criteria, and 

analytical approach is rendered transparent and comprehensible. 

- Chapter five presents the sample studies that serve as qualitative data for my meta-

analysis. I first describe and then critically assess the quality and rigor of the six 

studies included in my sample. 

- Chapter six presents and discusses the findings of qualitative meta-analysis. I structure 

this section around two levels of analysis, namely meta-data analysis and meta-theory. 

In meta-data analysis, I discuss the data provided directly by the participants of the 

original studies. In meta-theory, I elaborate on the authors’ underpinning theoretical 

assumptions and explanations. Doing so, I first illuminate lurking from a practical and 

rather personal angle and then illustrate the underlying theoretical assumptions.  

- Chapter seven synthesizes the findings from the literature review and analysis sections 

and provides a new conceptual model of lurking. After delineating the problems with 
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the current concept of lurking, I develop two alternative framings for lurking that 

provide a more accurate and true view on the phenomenon.  

- Chapter eight concludes this research endeavor by highlighting and evaluating the 

contribution this thesis makes to the communities of practice literature. Delimitations 

of my research are indicated and future research perspectives are suggested.  
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2 Literature on communities of practice  

This chapter provides a review of the main relevant theories and perspectives on knowledge 

and resulting frameworks for knowledge work. The first part of the chapter focuses on 

delivering a working definition of the term ‘community of practice’, which is crucial for this 

thesis. The main idea of network-oriented knowledge work builds on a practice-perspective 

on knowledge that is introduced here. Further, the focus of this chapter moves to the micro-

level of the organizations and continues with management implementations for making 

communities of practice part of the organizational structure. In the final part a resulting 

framework of communities of practice as means of knowledge work is generated.  

2.1 Toward a working definition of the term community of practice 

Communities of practice are the main concept of this thesis. This section provides a working 

definition of the term ‘community of practice’. This involves the development of the main 

classifications of knowledge and reflecting on distinctive properties. The theoretical 

discussion on knowledge in the extant body of literature will be briefly reviewed and 

discussed. This provides a basis for further exploration in the context of knowledge 

management in organizations. 

Theoretical considerations about the manifestations of knowledge are introduced. The 

integration of practice in the concept of knowledge provides another perspective to embrace 

various manifestations of knowledge. It is shown that the way knowledge is understood 

influences organizational structures. Then a definition of the term ‘community of practice’ is 

provided by determining the concept’s boundaries and its relation to other similar concepts.  

2.1.1 Reviewing the concept of knowledge 

The extant literature on knowledge is dominated by the concept of dichotomy. There are 

several authors who conceptualize knowledge as a phenomenon with two distinctive and 

mutually exclusive sides (Conklin 2001; Kogut and Zander 1992). The most prominent 
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dichotomy of knowledge is that of Polanyi, who states that knowledge has an explicit and a 

tacit facet. The tacit dimension of knowledge is “inaccessible to consciousness” because it is 

internalized in the unconscious mind. Therefore, tacit knowledge cannot be externalized. In 

essence, Polanyi’s assumptions can be narrowed down to the declaration: “We know more 

than we can tell.” (Polanyi 1966: 4). 

Building further on Polanyi, tacit and explicit knowledge are two distinct forms of 

knowledge; neither is a variant of the other. In other words, one form of knowledge operates 

in a way the other form cannot and one knowledge form cannot be rendered or transferred 

into the other.  

However, the interplay of tacit and explicit knowledge is crucial in the process of generating 

new knowledge. Explicit knowledge from “How to-books” cannot be transformed into tacit 

knowledge without the actual practice. The action is the only way for a novice to generate 

personal tacit knowledge about the task. In consequence, rather than striving to externalize the 

knowledge residing in the people’s minds more attention should be paid to the power of 

practice that enables people to build their own tacit knowledge. Orr’s (1996) ethnography on 

actual work practices of service technicians at Xerox helps to move beyond the dichotomy 

and bridges the concepts of practice and knowledge. The research emphasizes the 

“situatedness” of knowledge, since “actions or practices must be understood with reference to 

the situations of their doing” (Orr 1996: 11). At Xerox “practice-relevant knowledge” 

becomes “available” to the technicians only through interaction with the machines. Hence, 

practice is the only means by which technicians can build their own tacit understanding about 

the machines they work with. Stories of more experienced colleagues support the technicians 

while learning to deal with broken machines. Orr’s findings are very valuable for the 

argument on the concept of knowledge, because they shed light on the interplay of tacit and 

explicit knowledge from a practice-perspective. In light of his findings, Orr discovers a 

tension between formal job trainings and on-the-job-requirements and concludes that 

separating learning from practice is unsound, because it hinders the “fluid evolution of 

learning through practice” (Orr 1996, cited in Brown and Duguid 1991: 41).  

After having unified practice and knowledge, it is worthwhile searching for a single 

perspective that accounts for both. Brown and Duguid’s (2001) social-practice perspective 

embraces various manifestations of knowledge in a single framework. They take the dual 

character of knowledge into account. Brown and Duguid claim that knowledge has two 
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manifestations, which are “sticky” and “leaky”. Those are merely two manifestations that are 

not mutually exclusive. Practice is the clue to identify where knowledge sticks and where it 

leaks, because “knowledge runs on rails laid by practice” (Brown and Duguid 2001: 204). 

The core idea of the social-practice perspective is as simple as that: knowledge leaks where 

the same practice is shared and it sticks where practice is not shared. Most firms are 

structured in order to take advantage of the principle of labor division. So, organizations are 

divided into specialized departments along the value chain. The division of labor creates 

knowledge asymmetries among the divisions due to distinct practices. Hence, knowledge will 

stick to the divisions where it is generated. But knowledge can still leak outward since 

practice might be shared with the same work division in a competitor’s firm. In sum, practice 

creates “epistemic bonds” where it is shared and “epistemic barriers” where it is not shared 

(Brown and Duguid 2001: 207). Through the lens of the social-practice perspective, epistemic 

barriers create internal stickiness and epistemic bonds create external leakiness. The business 

challenge for organizations is thus to coordinate the knowledge within the firm despite 

epistemic barriers. Bridging the social-practice perspective with the notion of tacit 

knowledge, Brown and Duguid argue that shared practice is needed in order to “trade” 

knowledge:  

“From the idea that tacit knowledge is "non-tradable" and needs to be converted into 

explicit form to circulate, we come instead to the idea not only that conversion (if it 

involves uprooting knowledge from the tacit) is problematic, but also that tacit 

knowledge is required to make explicit knowledge usefully tradable or mobile. Only 

by first spreading the practice in relation to which the explicit makes sense is the 

circulation of explicit knowledge worthwhile.” (Brown and Duguid 2001: 204) 

In order to answer where knowledge can flow, it has to be investigated whether practice is 

shared. As mentioned before, shared practice does not stop at organizational boundaries, but 

cuts horizontally across organizations. Rather than trying to plug external leaks, firms should 

reflect on ways to overcome internal stickiness of knowledge in order to coordinate 

knowledge across divisions and apply it where it is most needed internally. According to 

Brown and Duguid this challenge can be turned into a competitive advantage: organizations 

can foster their innovative capacity when they are capable to overcome internal stickiness. 

Management should take a practice-based approach to foster organizational learning (Brown 

and Duguid 1991).  
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In summary, a practice-perspective on knowledge is necessary to understand how to let 

knowledge flow in an organization. The idea of communities of practice is based on this 

perspective on knowledge and introduced now.  

2.1.2 What are communities of practice? 

 “Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern or a passion for 

something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly.” (Wenger 

2009: 1)  

Wenger provides three main characteristics that are crucial for communities of practice (Lave 

& Wenger 1991; Wenger 2001, 2009). First, the domain provides identity to the group of 

people, since all members are committed to the shared domain of interest. Hence, a shared 

competence for the domain distinguishes members from non-members. Second, the 

community aspect in itself is crucial, because sharing the same job title does not form a 

community of practice unless the people start discussions or engage in joint activities to share 

their knowledge. In other words, people make it a community of practice once they build 

relationships that enable them to learn from each other. That does not necessarily require that 

they work together on a daily basis. There are various forms of collaboration tools available 

that enable locally distributed communities to interact online on a regularly basis. These are 

so called online or virtual communities. Third, members of a community of practice share a 

common practice that enables them to develop a shared repertoire of social knowledge based 

on experiences, stories and tools. In common usage, practice can mean either to develop a 

competency through constant repetition as in "to practice the guitar" or to exercise a 

competency like the work of an engineer. Thus, former relates more to preparation for doing 

the "real work," while the latter suggests the "real work" itself. In this context the term 

practice means fully engaging in a work task, or in other words, actually enacting the “real 

work” (Brown and Cook 1999: 386). Wenger makes aware that the process of creating the 

repositories of social knowledge can be either intentional or incidental. There are 

communities of practice that make a concrete effort to store their knowledge in documents 

and databases, whereas other communities discuss work related problems regularly over lunch 

and might not even be aware that those very discussions are their main source of knowledge 

for doing their job. 

“It is the combination of the three crucial elements that constitutes a community of 

practice. When domain, community, and practice function well together they provide 
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an ideal knowledge structure for developing and sharing knowledge.” (Wenger et al. 

2002: 29)  

But communities of practice tend to appear in different guises. They vary in name and style. 

They are known in organizations under various names like “practice centers” at Shell Oil US 

(McDermott 1999a), “tech clubs” at Daimler Chrysler (Karboul 2002), or “knowledge 

networks” at IBM (Rizzuto and Gongla 2001). It is thus important to know the characteristics 

of communities of practice in order to recognize them even though they appear under 

different names.  

In order to discuss the communities of practice further in this thesis it is necessary to 

differentiate the concept from other structural organizational groups. Wenger et al. deliver a 

detailed overview of distinctions.  

In essence, fostering learning in practice means for the management to cultivate access to and 

membership of the occupational communities of practice. It is thus crucial that the 

management recognizes and legitimizes communities of practice as valuable source of 

knowledge (Brown and Duguid 1991). If organizations ignore their communities of practice 

they will suffer from major a lack of learning potential:  

 “If an organizational core overlooks or curtails the enacting in its midst by ignoring or 

disrupting its communities-of-practice, it threatens its own survival in two ways. It 

will not only threaten to destroy the very working and learning practices by which it, 

Table 1: Distinction of communities of practice and other structural groups; Source: Wenger et al. 2002: 42 
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knowingly or unknowingly, survives. It will also cut itself off from a major source of 

potential innovation that inevitably arises in the course of that working and learning.” 

(Brown and Duguid 1991: 53) 

In sum, the organization can be seen as a community of communities. Especially communities 

of practice that span outside of organizational boundaries are potentially capable of bringing 

new insights and innovative views into the organization. Thus, firms should integrate practice 

and community when structuring the organization, since communities of practice have a high 

strategic value for the whole organization. The following section further elaborates on the 

value of communities of practice in organizations.  

2.2 Communities of practice in organizations 

Communities of practice can create value for organizations because they can connect personal 

professional development and corporate strategy. The concept of the “double-knit 

organization” integrates formal teams on one side and informal communities on the other side 

(McDermott 1999).  

 

Figure 1: Learning Cycle in the “double-knit organization”, Source: Wenger et al. 2002: 19. 

In the “double-knit organization” practitioners have dual roles: they are appointed to a formal 

business unit and are part of a community of practice on the other side. The multi-

membership of employees yields to a learning loop in the organization. In a formal work 

group employees are appointed to distinctive tasks and they are held accountable for their 
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outcomes. The employees are also community members and as such they are accountable for 

improving a practice. They bring their experiences to community meetings and can receive 

advice from other members. Applicability can immediately be tested on real problems in 

practice. This last step highlights the importance to have real practitioners applied to 

communities and to let them manage their own knowledge. Through multi-membership the 

learning cycle is infinite. This structure allows coordinating knowledge in the whole 

organization: the learning cycle links knowledge requirements of business units and 

capabilities of communities of practice. 

Building on the integration of communities of practice into formal business units, it must be 

acknowledged that strategic intents for establishing communities of practice differ. The 

examples of Wenger et al. illustrate the diversity of strategic intents underlying communities 

of practice in organizations (Wenger et al. 2002: 76-77): 

- Helping Communities: The focus lies on solving everyday problems and creating new 

ideas. Often forums are created where people can connect and pose questions. This 

form of community enables members to make peer-to-peer connections among work 

colleagues.  

- Best-practice communities: The intent is to develop, validate, and disseminate specific 

practices. A tool often used is sharing documented practices via highly structured 

processes.  

- Knowledge-stewarding communities: The main intent lies in organizing, upgrading, 

and distributing knowledge members use every day.  

- Innovation communities: Communities are similar structured as helping communities, 

but intentionally cross boundaries of departments to mingle members with different 

perspectives.  

Summarizing, the focus of communities of practice in organizational context is learning. The 

“double-knit organizations” allow for integrating personal learning and improving efficiency 

in formal work groups. However, although communities of practice are autonomous groups, 

they require subtle management.  
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2.3 Managing communities of practice 

How can organizations successfully integrate communities of practice in the firm’s structure? 

Wenger et al. defined which concrete challenges managers are facing when they are aiming at 

implementing communities of practice in the firm:  

“Communities are not just one more thing for managers to deal with, understand, and 

integrate with other concerns. They contribute to organizational complexity more than 

other approaches to knowledge because they create multiple centers of power based on 

knowledge. Less centrality of power entails more diversity and more stakeholders in 

forming the direction of the company – thus increased complexity in decision making. 

Business strategy has to become the consensus of a more disparate group of people. 

Such a knowledge organization is inherently more complex to manage than a 

traditional organization.” (Wenger et al. 2002: 158) 

To deal with the challenge of rising complexity, managers should neither apply traditional 

management processes to community management nor bring all complexity into the formal 

running system. Instead, managers should allow complexity to mesh with a manageable 

formal system (McDermott 1999b). Wenger et al. argue that communities of practice cannot 

be managed in terms of being structured, organized, or implemented such as traditional 

management processes. In turn they call for “conditions under which communities are most 

likely to emerge, develop and flourish” (Wenger et al. 2002: 13). Especially during the 

various stages of the lifecycle of a community, managerial guidance is required.  

 

Figure 2: Lifecycle Stages of communities of practice: Source: Wenger et al. 2002: 69 
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A prominent lifecycle concept is that of Wenger et al. (2002). The initial “potential” stage is 

characterized by the duality of discovering what the community can build on and imagining 

where the potential can lead to. During this stage the scope of domain must be defined in a 

way it aligns members’ interests with organizational issues. In the “coalescing” stage, the 

immediate willingness to demonstrate early value of the community must be balanced with 

the need to let the members develop personal ties. The community must discover what 

specific knowledge should be shared and how, therefore they must develop relationships that 

allow discussing sticky practice problems. The “maturing” stage often evokes a strong tension 

between focusing on their own interests and expanding by welcoming new members. During 

this stage, it is essential that the community’s role in the organization is well defined and 

community boundaries are redefined. In the “stewardship” stage the community members feel 

a duality between developing their own tools and methods, and staying open to external 

influence. So, while stewarding, the community needs to find a voice in the organization. In 

the “transformation” stage it is likely that the community might fall back to an earlier growth 

stage or end. The community members have several options to handle the possible end: 

transforming the community into a social club, splitting it into distinct smaller communities 

or merging with another. It is also likely that communities of practice are converted into 

formal organizational departments like centers of excellence (Wenger et al. 2002).  

It is also crucial to manage communities of practice, since if not, they can render an obstacle 

for learning. Four possible pitfalls may emerge if communities of practice are misled. First, 

community managers might feel the temptation to claim exclusive ownership of specific 

knowledge and hoard it. This behavior is often accompanied by arrogance and therefore in 

some organizations communities of practice are called “knowledge police” because they force 

people to consult them (Wenger et al. 2002: 144). Second, the communal character of 

communities can be threatened by members acting as a clique and powerfully dominating the 

community’s core. They are acting as gatekeepers toward potential new members and prevent 

them from entering the community (Wenger et al. 2002). Third, the practice aspect of the 

community might turn into documentism for the sake of documenting. The outcome of too 

many documents are “information junkyards” (McDermott 1999b: 104). Fourth, the 

organization in itself can create barriers for communities to grow. Communities can be 

rendered an issue between business units with conflicting strategic visions. Often tangible 

short-term outcomes are preferred instead of long-term development. The focus on 
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performance and achievement can lead to an anti-learning culture and to marginalization of 

communities of practice (Wenger 2004: 7). 

2.4 Resulting Framework: Communities of practice as means of 

knowledge work 

After having reviewed the theoretical concept of knowledge and its implications for 

understanding the core concept of communities of practice, and after having shown the value 

of communities of practice in organizations, a summary of the resulting framework can be 

generated.  

In their critical approach on knowledge management Alvesson and Kärreman highlight two 

opposing interests in this field. On one side, knowledge management aims at the exploitation 

of knowledge through technical means, on the other side it aims at the exploration of 

knowledge based on people and interaction (Alvesson and Kärreman 2001). McDermott 

(1999b) supports their argument of ambivalent intentions in the field of knowledge 

management. He strongly recommends putting the human component back into knowledge 

work that is currently dominated by a technical approach.  

“Today, the “knowledge revolution” is upon us, but the heart of this revolution is not 

the electronic links common in every office. Ironically, while the knowledge 

revolution is inspired by new information systems, it takes human systems to realize it. 

This is not because people are reluctant to use information technology. It is because 

knowledge involves thinking with information. If all we do is increase the circulation 

of information, we have only addressed one of the components of knowledge. To 

leverage knowledge we need to enhance both thinking and information. The most 

natural way to do this is to build communities that cross teams, disciplines, time, 

space, and business units.” (McDermott 1999b: 116)  

Following the authors, it is not adequate for knowledge work to focus too much on the 

technical component of knowledge work and on how to best exploit knowledge. Rather it is 

helpful, to understand knowledge “not as objective facts and causal explanations, but as a 

situated, community-based set of meanings” (Alvesson and Kärreman 2001: 1015). This is 

underpinning the network-oriented approach to knowledge work. Trier (2005) elaborates on 
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the network-oriented approach and states that networks enable people to have personal 

conversations about their domains of work through which they will learn. 

“Summarizing, the network-oriented approach to Knowledge Management can be 

defined as the extension of the document-based support of knowledge intensive 

business processes to systematically support a further and very important mode of 

knowledge work: the formation of direct and indirect informal and personal contact 

networks, which utilize communication to connect knowledge workers in topic-

domains and thus develop a valuable source of their productivity.” (Trier 2005: 77-78) 

Communities of practice answer the need for network-oriented and less technical approach to 

knowledge work that focuses more on the subject (people) than on the object (knowledge). 

However, information technology plays a key role in cultivating communities of practice 

because most communities today are heavily inspired by community-oriented technologies 

such as videoconferences, newsfeeds, virtual clouds, blogs, and wikis (Wenger 2001).  
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3 Review of the main research approaches to lurking  

The review of the main approaches to lurking helps the reader to get a general understanding 

about the research area and helps to establish a vocabulary, which is crucial to further follow 

the analysis.  

Wenger’s (1998) general participation model explains various forms of membership in 

communities, including peripheral, active and core members. The coordination of 

communities is organized around formal roles that give active or core members certain 

managerial tasks. The communal work of Wenger (1998) on legitimate peripheral 

participation is introduced to provide a sound theoretical framework for the phenomenon of 

lurking in communities of practice. It is then explained with help of trajectories to show that 

forms of membership are not a static concept but they are transformable.  

3.1 Toward a working definition of the phenomenon ‘lurking’ 

To better understand various perspectives on lurking this section briefly discusses relevant 

work on lurking behavior in communities. It is important to mention that the phenomenon 

lurking comes in different guises. Lurkers are also called passive members (Nonnecke and 

Preece 2001; Nonnecke et al. 2006), peripheral members (Borzillo et al. 2011; Davies 2005; 

Jahnke 2010; Wenger 2001; Wenger 2009) knowledge receiver/seeker (Wasko and Faraj 

2005) or subscribers (Ardichvili et al. 2006). Discussing the relevant theory identifies an 

important theoretical building block for participation in communities of practice, namely 

legitimate peripheral participation. Based on latter it is shown that communities of practice 

offer a variety of participation modes. 

3.1.1 General participation model in communities of practice 

To shed light on the concept of lurking in communities of practice it is essential to 

differentiate the various roles in communities. All roles taken together determine the network 

structure of a community. In this paragraph the general participation model of Wenger will be 
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introduced. The figure below illustrates the general participation model of Wenger with its 

core, active and peripheral members. 

 

Figure 3: Degrees of community participation; Source: Wenger et al. 2002: 57 

Wenger et al. (2002) claim that good community architecture invites different levels of 

membership and participation, since motivations for and degrees of participation differ among 

members. Thus, it is unrealistic to encourage all members to participate actively and on a 

regular basis. There are three main levels of participation in communities of practice. The 

smallest group (10 to 15 percent) of the community is the core group of members who 

actively participate in discussions in public community space, take on community projects, 

and identify relevant topics for the community. The core group keeps the community up and 

running. Core members are likely to take on leadership roles when the community matures.  

The next level of participation is named the active group of community participants. This 

group of people attends community meetings regularly and participates in discussions, but 

with less regularity and commitment than core members. The active group has a size of 15 to 

20 percent of the whole community.  

The biggest group in communities of practice in Wenger’s general participation model is the 

peripheral group (65 to 75 percent). Peripheral members rarely participate and rather observe 

and read posts of active members. Wenger et al. state two possible reasons for lurkers to 

remain peripheral: a lack of time to contribute more actively and the feeling that the own 

observations are not appropriate for the whole community (Wenger et al. 2002a). Studies that 

investigate the reasons and motivations for not participating are discussed later in this thesis 
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(Ardichvili et al. 2003; Nonnecke and Preece 2001). However, peripheral members are a 

valuable dimension of communities of practice, since they are “not as passive as they seem” 

(Wenger et al. 2002: 56). Peripheral members make private observations, which can develop 

into an important resource when they are put into practice.  

Beyond the boundaries of the community are outsiders. They are not community members 

but they have an interest in the community’s domain. Examples for outsiders are employees 

who are not members of the community but interested in the topic, customers, or students 

aiming to gain more insights into the practice. 

3.1.2 Formal roles 

Next to the three main groups based on the degree of participation, there are several formal 

roles found in communities of practice. Almost all of these formal roles are taken over by 

either core or active members. The role of the community leader is briefly introduced now.  

The leading person has many names in the community literature varying from community 

coordinator (Amin and Roberts 2006; Cross et al. 2005; Jahnke 2010; McDermott 1999; 

Wenger et al. 2002) community manager (Preece et al. 2004; Trier 2005), community leader 

(Borzillo et al. 2011), community moderator (Davenport and Probst 2002) to community 

facilitator (Wolf et al. 2011). More important than the question of how the person is named is 

the question of what leadership tasks the person performs. Wenger et al. summarize the 

following key functions of the community leader: 

- Identify important issues in the community domain 

- Plan and facilitate community events 

- Informally link community members, crossing boundaries between organizational 

units and brokering knowledge assets 

- Foster the development of community members 

- Manage the boundary between the community and the formal organization, such as 

teams and other organizational units 

- Help build practice, including best practice, tools and methods 
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Community members fulfill their tasks next to their formal position in the corporation. Since 

communities of practice are informal networks of people they depend on corporate 

sponsorship. Important sponsors for the community include executives from IT, HR, and the 

corporate board. Sponsorship can be provided in various ways. In one way each community 

might have an executive sponsor, or an organizational institution such as the “knowledge 

board” that financially supports communities. In another way IT experts might support the 

community with their knowledge and build a community IT infrastructure. 

The different degrees of participation, also called membership-lifecycle, represent increasing 

engagement with the community on the way to becoming a full member. In this lifecycle the 

outsider moves from a peripheral position to the active group and eventually ends up in the 

core group. But it is worthwhile mentioning that this idea of a member’s lifecycle is not the 

only possible interpretation of different modes of participation. As said before, Wenger 

advocates a community structure that embraces and encourages also less active participation.  

“The key to good community participation and a healthy degree of movement between 

levels is to design community activities that allow participants at all levels to feel like 

full members. Rather than force participation, successful communities “build benches” 

for those on the sidelines.” [Quotation marks in original] (Wenger et al. 2002: 57) 

Allowing members at all levels to feel like full members requires the possibility to participate 

at the periphery as well. Instead of being forced to participate actively, members should be 

given the chance to stay at the periphery and feel good where they are. In other words, active 

members should legitimize peripheral participation. The concept of legitimate peripheral 

participation is focus of the next section. 

3.2 Legitimate peripheral participation 

The notion of legitimate peripheral participation describes the process by which newcomers 

gain access to a community (Wenger and Lave 1991). The core idea of the concept is that 

learning is made possible through access to practice. In other words, a novice learns 

iteratively from his access to the practice of experienced members. The newcomer eventually 

attains the required competence to participate as a full member. Hence, legitimate peripheral 

participation can be seen as a movement from the community’s periphery inwards to its core. 
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Legitimate peripheral participation also describes the condition under which newcomers 

become members of communities.  

For the sake of clarity the theoretical building blocks of legitimate peripheral participation are 

discussed separately. Further the concept of peripherality is differentiated from the related 

concepts of boundary and marginality to provide a more profound theoretical understanding. 

Eventually, legitimate peripheral participation is again regarded as a whole concept and 

applied to illuminate lurking in communities.  

Legitimacy 

Full members, who justify newcomers to engage with the community, grant legitimacy. Only 

by virtue of sufficient legitimacy the newcomer’s lack of competence is transformed into an 

opportunity of learning rather than exclusion of the community. Legitimacy can take the 

modes of low-risk and simple tasks that are nonetheless productive for the community’s 

practice. An example of how novices gain legitimate access is provided in academic context, 

where professors give their doctoral students entry to academic communities. Legitimacy 

allows newcomers to be treated as potential full members (Wenger 1998).  

Peripherality 

Peripherality describes the state of members who are at the community’s periphery and 

participate at a peripheral level. It is the area in which potential members can gain a 

presumption of how it is to fully participate in the community. The aim of peripheral 

participation is thus to gain a sense of how the community operates. But holding a position in 

the community where novices are not yet treated as full members is accompanied by 

ambiguity: 

“Peripherality is thus an ambiguous position. Practice can be guarded just as it can be 

made available; membership can seem a daunting prospect just as it can constitute a 

welcoming invitation; a community of practice can be a fortress just as it can be an 

open door. Peripherality can be a position where access to practice is possible, but it 

can also be a position where outsiders are kept from moving further inward.” (Wenger 

1998: 120) 

So, peripherality in the narrow sense is not more than a position. It does not necessarily 

express a movement towards the community’s core. Taking a closer look at Wenger’s theory, 

it shows that a peripheral position holds more options for a new member. Some peripheral 
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members will become full members and others will stay peripheral. For those who stay at the 

periphery it is key that full members render “casual but legitimate access to their practice” 

without demanding ambitions for full membership (Wenger 1998: 117). What exactly 

Wenger means by “casual participation” is not quite clear from the quote. Participation modes 

can vary from mere observation to actual engagement with the community. Further, Wenger 

argues that the community’s periphery is a fertile area for change since it is in contact with 

views others than members’, and members engage with those different views and thus 

renegotiate the community’s meaning. A peripheral position provides a somewhat unbiased 

and critical view on the community that full members might have lost with time. Wenger 

describes the power of the peripheral position with the ability to question “paths not taken, 

connections overlooked, choices taken for granted” (Wenger 1998: 216). But before 

exploiting the value of peripherality its potential must first be unraveled by those who hold it 

and those who legitimize it: “this kind of [peripheral] wisdom often remains invisible even to 

those who hold its potential, because it can easily become marginalized” (Wenger 1998: 216).  

To provide a more complete picture and to determine the concept boundaries peripherality is 

now explained in relation to marginality and boundary. All three terms relate to the 

community’s edges but highlight different aspects of it. 

Peripherality versus marginality 

Marginalization happens through the power. Powerful members can marginalize other 

member’s opinions or experiences when they continuously repress or ignore them. In other 

words, members move to marginality when they lose the community’s legitimacy.  

Peripherality and marginality both involve participation and non-participation. The following 

paragraph aims at defining the interplay of participation and non-participation to draw the line 

between peripherality and marginality.  

In case of marginality, non-participation dominates the interplay. Hence, a form of non-

participation prevents full participation and leads to a restricted mode of participation. In case 

of peripherality, the interplay is dominated by participation. A certain degree of non-

participation is necessary in order to become a full member, since newcomers are in the 

process of learning. Consequently, non-participation can be either an enabling or restricting 

factor for full participation, depending on whether new members gain or lose legitimacy.  
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Peripherality versus boundary 

The expression boundary always refers to a line of distinction. In the context of communities 

of practice the boundary refers to being either inside or outside the community, being a 

member or non-member respectively. What characterizes the boundary are elements that 

remind people of being outsiders, like an expression only members can decode and make 

sense of. However, the boundary of a community is vital to the community because it is the 

bridge to its environment.  

Here, the action of brokering comes into play. With brokering Wenger refers to the ability to 

transfer some elements of practice in one community into another. It is a complex, ambivalent 

process that requires people being able to deal with a high degree of “uprootedness”: 

“Brokers must often avoid two opposite tendencies: being pulled in to become full 

members and being rejected as intruders. Indeed, their contributions lie precisely in 

being neither in nor out. Brokering therefore requires an ability to manage carefully 

the coexistence of membership and nonmembership, yielding enough distance to bring 

a different perspective, but also enough legitimacy to be listened to.” (Wenger 1998: 

110) 

Here again, it is shown that the community’s ability to encourage various forms of 

participation is necessary. Brokers can be a valuable source for communities, but they are not 

always perceived as such, because they are not members in the narrow sense. The ambivalent 

position of brokers requires a personality that is able to deal with a lacking sense of 

belonging. 

In short, a boundary position differs from peripherality in a way that former refers to the 

ambiguous status of being neither in nor out of the community, whereas latter is a form of 

membership. 

The following section illustrates that it is crucial whether peripheral participation is 

legitimized or not: based on legitimacy or a lack thereof community members move on 

different trajectories.  



THE HIDDEN BENEFITS OF LURKING IN COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE  

  
25 

3.3 Modes of participation: Trajectories  

“To me, the term trajectory suggests not a path that can be foreseen or chartered but a 

continuous motion – one that has a momentum of its own in addition to a field of 

influences.” (Wenger 1998: 154) 

Trajectories describe shifts between different modes of membership. In other words, they 

portray increasing or decreasing participation and its impact on the mode of membership. In 

light of participation and non-participation communities of practice provide fields of possible 

trajectories. The following list summarizes the five main trajectories (Wenger 1998b): 

1. Peripheral trajectory: By choice or by necessity some trajectories never 

lead to full participation. Yet they may well provide a kind of access to 

community and its practice.  

2. Inbound trajectory: Newcomers are joining the community with the 

prospect to become full participants. Their identities are invested in their 

future participation, even though their present participation may be 

peripheral.  

3. Insider trajectory: The formation of an identity does not end with full 

membership. The evolution of the practice continues – new events, new 

demands, new inventions, and new generations all create occasions for 

renegotiating one’s identity. 

4. Boundary trajectory: Some trajectories find their value in spanning 

boundaries and linking communities of practice. Sustaining an identity 

across boundaries is one of the most delicate challenges of this kind of 

brokering work.  

5. Outbound trajectory: Some trajectories lead out of a community, such as 

when children grow up. What matters then is how a form of participation 

enables what comes next. Yet being on the way out of such a community 

also involves developing new relationships, finding a different position 

with respect to a community.  
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The following figure integrates the general participation model with the above described 

trajectories and thus provides a modified view on participation.  

 

Figure 4: Integrated participation model; Source: Wenger 1998 

To provide a better understanding of each trajectory the significant forms of participation and 

the focal role of legitimacy are explained now. Here, particular focus lies on limited 

participation in marginalization or peripheral trajectories. Brokers move on a boundary 

trajectory since they are nonmembers. If they are able to sustain their identity across 

communities, it is a very valuable position for them to span their influence from one 

community to another - engaging in the process of brokering. Core or active community 

members participate fully and hence move on the insider trajectory, which is characterized by 

ongoing identity work. The remaining cases of inbound, outbound, and peripheral trajectories 

are explained in light of peripherality and marginality. Newcomers start their engagement 

with the community with limited participation, because “full participation is not a goal to start 

with” (Wenger 1998: 166). However, insiders consider full participation as a possibility in the 

future and hence legitimize increasing participation – the newcomer moves on inbound 

trajectory. Even for newcomers who decide to remain on a peripheral trajectory, sufficient 

legitimacy is crucial for rendering limited participation an enabling aspect for learning. In 

case of marginality participation is restricted by insufficient legitimacy: members are pushed 

outwards, moving on an outbound trajectory. They eventually leave the community or remain 

at a marginal position.  
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In sum, whether limited participation yields in peripherality or marginalization depends on 

legitimacy. The position of a newcomer seems similar to a marginal position, but a person on 

a marginal position has most likely lost legitimacy, whereas a person on a peripheral 

trajectory gains legitimacy from full members. The next section provides a framework for 

lurking as a form of peripheral participation and indicates remaining questions on the 

phenomenon.  

3.4 Resulting framework: Lurking as a form of peripheral participation 

Wenger’s concept of legitimate peripheral participation provides a useful theoretical 

framework for lurking in communities of practice. Lurking is a form of peripheral 

participation that should be seen as legitimate form of peripheral participation. Managers’ fear 

of having too many lurkers in a community should be worked on and transformed. It is thus 

the guiding research question of this thesis to investigate how differences in the definition of 

lurking affect the perception of lurking. There is yet no sound evidence on whether lurking is 

an active decision of lurkers or whether lurking is merely a result of lacking legitimacy and 

thus a residual option. Who or what determines which trajectory members take? Is it the 

members themselves or the community? Wenger states that it can be both: 

“The mix of participation and non-participation through which we define our identities 

reflects our power as individuals and communities to define and affect our relations to 

the rest of the world. […] As combinations of participation and non-participation, 

these aspects of our lives are not merely personal choices. They involve processes of 

community formation where configuration of social relations is the work of the self. 

This configuration of social relations takes place at different levels.” (Wenger 1998: 

168) 

So, the decision to what degree members participate in communities reflects their power as 

individuals. But at the same time Wenger indicates that the mix of participation and non-

participation is much more far-reaching. It involves the work of the self and affects social 

relations outside the community. In the analysis section of this thesis more insights on the 

motivation for and the consequences of lurking will be generated. It is crucial to shed light on 

the phenomenon of lurking to better understand it and to rethink its negative connotation.  
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4 Methodology 

This section outlines the philosophy of science, research method, data collection techniques, 

and the analytical approach. First, constructionist research is introduced. Then the research 

methodology employed in the thesis, which is qualitative meta-analysis, is explained and its 

strengths and weaknesses are discussed. To ensure transparency the data collection process 

with its underlying techniques and selection criteria is clarified. The results of criteria 

application are depicted and tabularized. Finally, a description of the analytical approach is 

provided.  

4.1 Research approach: Constructionist  

The research activity in this thesis is organized with a constructionist research design. The 

core of constructionist research is the idea that truth does not exist externally, but is 

determined by human beings (Easterby-Smith et al. 2008). Reality cannot be discovered in the 

field, but it is socially constructed by people in their everyday lives. The principal task of a 

researcher in this field is to show how various claims for truth and reality become constructed 

(Easterby-Smith et al. 2008). 

The main reason I chose a constructionist approach is that it suits best my research questions. 

The questions aim to reveal the current conceptualization of lurking and seek to derive more 

accurate framings. Easterby-Smith et al. (2008) suggest that validity of constructionist designs 

is given when the results are reached through transparent and reliable methods. I will follow 

this advice and provide full transparency of how I gathered and interpreted the sample studies 

in the analysis section of my thesis.  

The following section provides a brief introduction of the main concepts of qualitative meta-

analysis and the underlying philosophy of science. Further, strengths and weaknesses of 

qualitative meta-analysis and its possible contributions are discussed. 
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4.2 Method: Qualitative meta-analysis 

Within the last decade an increasing number of studies on communities of practice have been 

conducted. A smaller, but still considerable, number thereof focused on the phenomenon of 

lurking in communities. The increasing number of studies focusing on lurking, invite 

researchers to ask what understanding can be drawn from these studies to better explain the 

phenomenon. While informative, individual case studies do not always contribute 

significantly to a full understanding of lurking. To enhance utility of various findings related 

to lurking, existing studies must be synthesized. Qualitative meta-analysis is a method for 

completing an in-depth synthesis. It is secondary research that encounters the depiction of 

evidence derived solely from empirical research (Sandelowski 2004). The main driving force 

for qualitative meta-analysis is “hunger for more true, more accurate, or more real 

explanations of phenomena and more coherent ways to make sense of them” (Paterson et al. 

2001: 111).  

Although more prevalent in the medical discipline qualitative meta-analysis is not limited to 

certain disciplines, since “literary evidence exists of its use in the assessment of the nature 

and extent of knowledge in several disciplines” (Douglas et al. 2008: 3033). Qualitative meta-

analysis is an analytical process of formally combining findings from primary studies in a 

specific research area. The process of qualitative meta-analysis is often described as follows: 

(a) extensive search for studies, (b) set criteria for including studies in analysis, (c) appraise 

studies in terms of rigor, (d) analyze studies, (e) synthesize findings (Douglas et al. 2008; 

Major and Savin-Baden 2011; Meadows-Oliver 2006; Strobel and Barneveld 2009).  

Major and Savin-Baden (2011) elaborate further on the process and distinguish between four 

categories of purposes for conducting a qualitative meta-analysis, which appear to build on 

each other: analysis, synthesis, interpretation, and constructionist. Those studies aiming for 

analysis try to regard findings from individual primary studies in relation to each other. The 

next step of synthesis seeks to summarize and aggregate findings into a whole. Researchers 

arguing for interpretation aim to provide an explanation of the findings through the lenses of 

the synthesis. The final step of the constructionist aims for a position of new meanings that 

reveal themselves during the process of analysis, synthesis, and interpretation (Major and 

Savin-Baden 2011).  
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In their critical review Barnett-Page and Thomas (2009), and Major and Savin-Baden (2011) 

acknowledge the diffusion of methods for synthesizing qualitative research. I tap into their 

work to introduce the approach relevant for my thesis: meta-study.  

Recent work of Paterson et al. (2001) introduces the concept of meta-study as a multi-faceted 

approach, which consists of three components of meta-analysis that should be undertaken 

prior to synthesis: meta-data analysis (aggregating data), meta-method (critical appraisal of 

reviewed studies), and meta-theory (creation of new theory or proposition of overarching 

theory) (Paterson et al. 2001). Paterson et al. (2001) point out that the different components 

are not to be seen in a strict linear process, but can be conducted concurrently. Collectively 

these three elements lead to meta-synthesis.  

When the researcher combines the insights generated from meta-data-analysis, meta-method, 

and meta-theory he or she will usually encounter many more questions than answers 

(Paterson et al. 2001). Meta-synthesis capitalizes on diversity of context, method and 

theoretical orientation to allow a deeper and more comprehensive way of theorizing a 

phenomenon. However, it is not viable to predict the degree to which new theory can be 

synthesized until the elements of meta-data-analysis, meta-method, and meta-theory are both 

individually and jointly interpreted.  

Hence, the aim of meta-analysis is not about creating a new theory that captures all others into 

a new complete theory, but to create more effective ways of handling existing knowledge. In 

doing so, meta-analysis can dig below the surface of what is currently understood and 

challenges theories found in the current literature about communities of practice. 

In the next section data collection techniques are introduced to show how relevant and 

rigorous primary studies are identified for qualitative meta-analysis. Selection criteria help the 

researcher to gather the final sample.  

4.3 Data collection techniques and selection criteria 

For a researcher who builds the analysis on existing studies it is essential to identify relevant 

published papers and to determine their relevance. It is found that qualitative researchers have 

employed different methods that reflect diverse philosophical positions and epistemological 

assumptions. However, these various methods are all interpretive in the way that they seek to 

gain insights in the phenomenon of lurking. They aim at delivering insights into lurking based 
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on the experiences and perspectives of lurkers and/or non-lurkers. It is not the primary study 

itself that is of interest, but rather the experience that is elucidated in the study, because each 

source of data sheds light on the phenomenon of lurking from a slightly different angle. Thus, 

papers in my thesis are not rejected or selected based on the method they employed. Neither 

have I generally excluded papers that include quantitative components, nor papers that are 

solely based on quantitative samples. Whittemore and Knafl (2005) recommend an integrative 

review method that “allows for the inclusion of diverse methodologies” since this kind of 

approach allows for a more holistic understanding of a phenomenon (Whittemore and Knafl 

2005: 547). In my primary search, I found that lurking in communities of practice was 

investigated in both qualitative and quantitative studies. Surprisingly, the way actual research 

was conducted did not differ very much between the two research designs. To me, it opens 

the possibility to synthesize findings from both qualitative and quantitative studies.  

To eliminate inappropriate studies, theoretical papers that do not base their conclusions on 

original quotes or answers from the participants were excluded. Further, articles that 

investigate lurking in another context than in communities of practice were excluded. The 

relevance of each paper was determined by whether the original researcher generated insights 

on lurking in communities of practice from either the perspective of lurkers, non-lurkers or 

both. 

A specific challenge for researchers undertaking qualitative meta-analysis is to encounter 

methodologically weak studies. Hence, as an integrated part of the process of meta-analysis in 

this thesis the quality of relevant studies was assessed using predetermined criteria. However, 

the procedure of assessing relevant studies is “a process of weighing the various elements of 

the research in an effort to determine their appropriateness given the purpose and context of 

the study” (Hammell 2007: 126). An important indicator for inclusion is that the themes 

found by the study authors are rooted in the data. Participants’ observations, experiences or 

quotes should illustrate the themes raised. Consequently, papers are only included when the 

authors’ conclusions were supported by participants’ original words.  

Many leading scholars in qualitative meta-analysis (Douglas et al. 2008; Hammell 2007; 

Major and Savin-Baden 2011; Sandelowski and Barroso 2007; Strobel and Barneveld 2009) 

apply a template of inclusion criteria on the articles of primary search. However, Sandelowski 

et al. do not follow the typical systematic review process, but recommend a “bias towards 
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inclusion, not exclusion” (Sandelowski et al. 2007: 2). In my work, I developed inclusion 

criteria on two levels, namely on relevance and rigor (see figure 5).  

 

Figure 5: Flow chart of data collection 

The inclusion criteria on relevance include: (1) study framework includes Wenger’s concept 

of communities of practice, and (2) researchers’ findings shed light on lurking in physical or 

online communities.  

The inclusion criteria on quality and rigor entail: (3) study used primary data, (4) 

researcher(s) had a defined sample, (5) publication was academic and peer reviewed in nature.  

The next section delivers the results of criteria application and provides more transparency on 

the process of data collection. 
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4.4 Results of criteria application 

The studies included in the final sample were identified through extensive literature search in 

the academic online databases Sage, Libsearch CBS library, econbiz and Google Scholar. I 

used author names, subject headings, and keywords to seek relevant articles. The keywords 

employed in my search were the product of a combination of “community of practice + 

lurker” (in a variety of different forms). The date parameter is set to include studies since 

2000. The aim was to gather state of the art knowledge on lurking in communities of practice. 

To this end only recently published studies are included in the sample. Furthermore, due to 

my personal linguistic background only studies published in English or German are included 

in the search.  

The initial keyword search in the academic online databases produced 60 articles. These 

papers moved to the next phase of my critical review. First, the inclusion criteria for relevance 

were applied. Abstracts and theory sections were skimmed through to ensure that Wenger’s 

concept of communities of practice was employed. If so, the articles were checked for their 

relevant research focus on lurking. I also accepted studies that generate insights on lurking but 

label them with or under a different name.  

Based on this step, 34 studies were excluded because they weren’t based on Wenger’s 

concept or had no focus on lurking. Thus 26 relevant studies on lurking were identified in the 

first step of criteria application (see table 2). These studies were read carefully to assess 

whether they would be included based on the criteria for rigor and quality. In table 2 the 26 

studies identified are tabulated with regard to the author, year, title, source, and discipline.  

With help of the rigor criteria 20 studies were excluded because they did not meet inclusion 

criteria (3), (4) and (5). The result of criteria application produced a final sample of six studies 

(see table 3). The studies marked in bold are those that are included in the final sample. The 

number of six studies included in the final sample account for a “purposeful sample” 

according to Major and Savin-Baden (2011), since they argue that for a constructionist stance 

only a small number of studies (two to ten) is required (Major and Savin-Baden 2011: 11).  
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# Author Year Title  Source Discipline 
1 Ardichvili et al.  2006 "Cultural influences on 

knowledge sharing through online 
communities of practice" 

Journal of Knowledge 
Management, 10(1), 94–
107 

Knowledge 
Management 

2 Ardichvili, Page & 
Wentling  

2003 "Motivation and barriers to 
participation in virtual 
knowledge-sharing 
communities of practice" 

Journal of Knowledge 
Management, 7(1), 64–77 

Knowledge 
Management 

3 Bock et al.  2005 "Behavioral Intention Formation 
in Knowledge sharing: examining 
the roles of extrinsic motivators, 
social-psychological forces, and 
organizational climate" 

MIS Quarterly, 29(1), 87–
111 

Information 
Systems 

4 Borzillo, Aznar & 
Schmitt  

2011 "A journey through 
communities of practice: How 
and why members move from 
the periphery to the core" 

European Management 
Journal, 29(1), 25–42 

Management 
Studies 

5 Chiu, Hsu & Wang 2006 "Understanding knowledge 
sharing in virtual communities: 
An integration of social capital 
and social cognitive theories" 

Decision Support Systems, 
42(3), 1872–1888 

Information 
Systems 

6 Chow & Chan 2008 "Social network, social trust and 
shared goals in organizational 
knowledge sharing" 

Information & 
Management, 45(7), 458–
465 

Decision Sciences 

7 Davies  2005 "Communities of practice: 
Legitimacy not choice" 

Journal of Sociolinguistics, 
9(4), 557–581 

Sociolinguisitcs 

8 Wasko & Faraj n.d.  "The Web of Knowledge!: An 
Investigation of Knowledge 
Exchange in Networks of 
Practice" 

unpublished working paper Information 
Systems 

9 Herrmann, Jahnke & 
Loser 

2003 "Die Unterstützung von 
Rollenzuweisung und 
Rollenübernahme: ein Ansatz zur 
Gestaltung von 
Wissensmanagement- und CSCL-
Systemen" 

In G. Szwillus & J. Ziegler 
(Eds.), Mensch & 
Computer 2003: 
Interaktion in Bewegung 
(pp. 87–98). Stuttgart: B.G. 
Teubner 

Information 
Systems 

10 Jahnke  2005 "Wissensaustausch in 
Organisationen durch die 
Entwicklung von Rollen" 

In E. Kruse, U. Küchler, & 
M. Kuhl (Eds.), 
Unbegrenztes Lernen – 
Lernen über Grenzen? 
Generierung und 
Verteilung von Wissen in 
der Hochschulentwicklung 
(pp. 193–204). Münster: 
Lit-Verlag. 

Information 
Systems 

11 Jahnke   2010 "Dynamics of social roles in a 
knowledge management 
community" 

Computers in Human 
Behavior, 26(4), 533–546 

Information 
Systems 

12 Kimble & Hildreth 2005 "Dualities, distributed 
communities of practice and 
knowledge management" 

Journal of Knowledge 
Management, 9(4), 102–
113 

Knowledge 
Management 

13 Li 2010 "Virtual knowledge sharing in a 
cross-cultural context" 

Journal of Knowledge 
Management, 14(1), 38–50 

Knowledge 
Management 

14 Nonnecke & Preece 2000 "Lurker demographics: Counting 
the silent" 

CHI Letters, 2(1), 73–80 Information 
Systems 

15 Nonnecke & Preece 2001 "Why lurkers lurk" Conference paper: 
Americas Conference on 
Information Systems  

Information 
Systems 



THE HIDDEN BENEFITS OF LURKING IN COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE  

  
35 

16 Nonnecke & Preece 2003 "Silent Participants: Getting to 
Know Lurkers Better" 

In D. Fischer & C. Lueg 
(Eds.), From Usenet to 
Cowebs: Interacting with 
Social Information Spaces 
(pp. 110–132). Springer 
Verlag 

Information 
Systems 

17 Nonnecke, Preece & 
Andrews  

2004 "What lurkers and posters 
think of each other" 

Conference paper: 
Internet and the Digital 
Economy Track of the 
Thirty-Seventh Hawaii 
International Conference 
on System Siences 
(HICSS 37) 

Information 
Systems 

18 Nonnecke, Preece & 
Andrews  

2006 "Non-public and public online 
community participation: Needs, 
attitudes and behavior" 

Electronic Commerce 
Research, 6(1), 7–20 

Information 
Systems 

19 Preece 2001 "Sociability and usability in 
online communities: Determining 
and measuring success" 

Behaviour & Information 
Technology, 20(5), 347–
356 

Information 
Systems 

20 Preece, Nonnecke & 
Andrews 

2004 "The top five reasons for lurking: 
improving community 
experiences for everyone" 

Computers in Human 
Behavior, 20(2), 201–223 

Information 
Systems 

21 Probst & Borzillo 2008 "Why communities of practice 
succeed and why they fail" 

European Management 
Journal, 26(5), 335–347 

Management 
Studies 

22 Sue, Lee & Yoo 2010 "The impact of Information 
Technology and Transactive 
Memory Systems on Knowledge 
Sharing, Application, and Team 
Performance: a field study" 

MIS Quarterly, 34(4), 855–
870 

Knowledge 
Management 

23 Wang & Noe 2010 "Knowledge sharing: A review 
and directions for future research" 

Human Resource 
Management Review, 
20(2), 115–131 

Human Resources 
Management 

24 Wasko & Faraj 2000 "“It is what one does”!: why 
people participate and help others 
in electronic communities of 
practice" 

Journal of Strategic 
Information Systems, 9, 
155–173 

Information 
Systems 

25 Wasko & Faraj  2005 "Why should I share? 
Examining Social Capital and 
Knowledge Contribution in 
Electronic Networks of 
Practice" 

MIS Quarterly, 29(1), 35–
57 

Information 
Systems 

26 Zhang & Storck 2001 "Peripheral Members in Online 
Communities" 

Working papar accected by 
AMCIS 2001, Boston, MA 

Knowledge 
Management 

 
Table 2: Overview of studies on lurking in communities of practice 

With help of the rigor criteria 20 studies were excluded because they did not meet inclusion 

criteria (3), (4) and (5). The result of criteria application produced a final sample of six studies 

(see table 3). The studies marked in bold are those that are included in the final sample. The 

number of six studies included in the final sample account for a “purposeful sample” 

according to Major and Savin-Baden (2011), since they argue that for a constructionist stance 

only a small number of studies (two to ten) is required (Major and Savin-Baden 2011: 11).  
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In the following section the analytical approach is described and strengths and weaknesses are 

assessed. This is done to provide more transparency on the analysis and to present the 

analytical results more comprehensively.  

4.5 Analytical approach 

The analytical approach contains three major steps: meta-data analysis, meta-theory and meta-

synthesis (see figure 6). This section describes each step and its outcomes for the analysis 

section of my thesis. 

 

Figure 6: Analytical process consisting of meta-data analysis, meta-theory and meta-synthesis   

Since the original researchers employed observation, content analysis, interviews, 

questionnaires, and surveys as inquiry methods they produced responses that reflect the 

participants’ experiences, explanations and understandings about lurking in communities of 

practice. These reported reactions of participants in the primary studies are considered at the 

meta-data analysis as first-level themes in the lurking domain. To generate first-level themes 

the six studies are examined individually to identify similar experiences reported by 

participants regarding lurking in online communities. This examination was done by myself 

and revealed twelve recurring themes. They are further aggregated and labeled into four 

constructs (see table 4).  
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In the next stage of meta-analysis, meta-theory, each of the sample studies is scrutinized again 

to extract the researchers’ conclusions regarding the phenomenon of lurking. These 

interpretations, assumptions, and reflections are thought to reflect the researchers’ theories 

and hypotheses based upon the results obtained in their studies. I identified seven recurring 

theories the authors used to explain lurking. These recurring theories are also further 

aggregated into four constructs (see table 5).  

In the final step of the analytical process the findings generated in the two earlier steps are 

synthesized. Meta-synthesis allows the researcher to develop new theoretical alternatives that 

might account for a more accurate, comprehensive, or credible interpretation of the 

phenomenon studied. By interpreting the methodological and theoretical contexts within 

which the original researchers’ conclusions have been made, the meta-synthesis creates a 

sound theoretical basis on which to evaluate which among the existing findings are relevant to 

a newly synthesized theory. The aim of meta-synthesis is then to move beyond reporting 

similarities within the sample studies or to reduce the available explanations derived from the 

studies to the least common denominator. Meta-synthesis allows digging below the surface of 

what is currently understood to deconstruct the validity of understandings about lurking. 

Eventually, meta-synthesis can create a new way of thinking about the theoretical 

underpinnings of lurking and emerge with a more sound understanding, or a more socially 

responsible form of theorizing lurking in communities of practice. In sum, the three steps of 

meta-analysis lead to a new angle to interpret the already existing body of knowledge about 

lurking.  
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5 Sample studies  

In this section the sample studies are introduced to the reader. In the first step, they are 

described in terms of general characteristics like discipline and research design. In the second 

step, the sample is critically appraised. The critical appraisal serves two purposes. First, it 

gives the reader a better knowledge of the sample studies. Second, the critical appraisal 

reflects my ability as a researcher to critically and academically assess the quality of primary 

studies on lurking, which is crucial for conducting meta-analysis.  

5.1 Description of sample  

The studies included in the meta-analysis covered a ten-year period from 2001 to 2011 (see 

table 3). All sample studies research communities of practice in a virtual setting. Due to the 

high percentage of online communities, not surprisingly the majority of studies are conducted 

within the discipline of information studies (see Jahnke 2010; Nonnecke and Preece 2001; 

Nonnecke et al. 2004; Wasko and Faraj 2005). One paper belongs to the field of management 

studies (see Borzillo et al. 2011) and one article belongs to the subject knowledge 

management (see Ardichvili et al. 2003).  

Three authors of the sample studies applied qualitative research (see Ardichvili et al. 2003; 

Borzillo et al. 2011; Nonnecke and Preece 2001). All of them used semi-structured interviews 

as research method. Some authors used company data or questionnaires to back up their 

qualitative data (see Ardichvili et al. 2003; Borzillo et al. 2011). One author used a mixed 

method approach with a broad variety of methods including interviews, ethnography, and 

questionnaires (see Jahnke 2010). Two studies included in the sample employ quantitative 

research with content analysis and paper-based surveys (see Ardichvili et al. 2003) and web-

based surveys (see Nonnecke et al. 2004). All studies have an interpretive character, although 

they do not all employ qualitative research methods, and are therefore relevant for this meta-

analysis.   

All studies included in the sample meet the criteria for quality because they are academic 

and/or peer-reviewed. Four studies are published as articles in peer-reviewed, highly 



THE HIDDEN BENEFITS OF LURKING IN COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE  

  
39 

influential academic journals: Management Information Systems Quarterly (see Wasko and 

Faraj 2005), Journal of Knowledge Management (see Ardichvili et al. 2003) European 

Management Journal (see Borzillo et al. 2011), and Computers in Behavior (see Jahnke 

2010). Two studies are accepted papers for influential annual academic conferences: 

Americas Conference on Information Systems (see Nonnecke and Preece 2001) and Hawaii 

International Conference on System Sciences (see Nonnecke et al. 2004).  

5.2 Critical appraisal of sample  

The six studies selected for meta-analysis are tabulated with regard to their objective, theory, 

method, sample, and context (see table 3). 

The studies selected for the sample are now critically reviewed. The authors’ motivation to 

and objectives for writing their papers are evaluated for clarity, persuasiveness and linkage to 

prior research. Then, it is assessed whether the literature review is relevant for the research 

question stated by the authors. Further, I scrutinize the credibility of the findings provided in 

the sample studies and if the applied theory helps to provide a better understanding of the 

latter. In the conclusion, I provide my appraisal on the argument’s consistency and give my 

overall assessment on the study’s quality. For the sake of contextualization the sample studies 

are discussed in chronological order.  

Study # 1: Nonnecke and Preece (2001) 

Nonnecke and Preece’s research results are presented in the conference paper “Why lurkers 

lurk” which was accepted by America’s conference on Information Systems in 2001. In the 

conference paper, the authors aim to investigate lurking from the perspective of lurkers and 

seek to understand why lurkers lurk. With these answers they want to close the gap in the 

extant understanding of online groups. The motivation behind their research is to reveal that 

misunderstanding lurkers distorts knowledge on online groups and might lead to inappropriate 

designs of online environments for communities. Based on prior research they claim that 

lurking is a common behavior and almost everybody lurks from time to time. Yet little is 

known about the motivations for it. I assess Nonnecke and Preece’s motives and objectives 

for writing the paper as strong and well linked to prior research.  
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Study [#] Objective Theory Method Sample Context 
[1] Borzillo, 
Aznar & 
Schmitt 2011 

To investigate 
impact of 
membership on the 
role in CoPs and 
motivations to 
move from the 
periphery to the 
core  

Groups, group 
dynamics, power, 
group identity 
theory 

Longitudinal approach 
with five rounds of 
semi-structured 
interviews and 
questionnaires 
(timeframe: 2 years) 

89 community 
leaders and line 
managers from 9 
CoPs 

Multinational 
European and US 
corporations  

[2] Jahnke 
2010 

To examine 
changes over time 
in social structures 
and informal/formal 
roles in virtual 
CoPs  

Goffman's role 
theory  

Design-based research 
with ethnography by 
participant 
observation, 
interviews with open-
ended questions and 
quantitative 
questionnaires with 
standardized questions 
(timeframe: 2001-
2008) 

2001-2002: 
interviews with 8 
students and 6 
professors; 2002: 
survey with 384 
students; 2003-
2004: 8 expert-
interviews and 
survey with 186 
faculty members; 
2002-2008: 
participant 
observation in 
online discussion 
boards, user-
statistics and log-
files 

Socio-technical 
community for 
students and 
professors at 
Universität 
Dortmund 

[3] Wasko & 
Faraj 2005 

To examine how 
individual 
motivation and 
social capital 
influence 
knoweldge 
contribution in 
electronic networks 

Collective action, 
social capital 
(structural, 
relational, 
cognitive) 

Observation and 
content analysis in a 
4-months period; 
paper-based survey  

2.555 collected 
postings from 
597 individuals, 
173 responses to 
survey 

Legal US  
professional 
association   

[4] 
Nonnecke, 
Preece & 
Andrews 
2004  

To throw light on 
lurkers' behavior 
and attitudes of 
lurkers and posters 
to each other 

Not stated Online survey 1188 responses 
from 375 online 
communities  

Microsoft 
network 
communities from 
the categories 
health and 
wellness, 
government, 
sports & 
recreation, and 
organizations 

[5] 
Ardichvili, 
Page & 
Wentling 
2003 

To investigate 
reasons and barriers 
for knowledge 
sharing in CoPs 

Concepts of 
knoweldge-based 
trust and institution-
based trust  

Interviews with open-
ended questions and 
analysis of company 
documents 

30 members and 
managers from 3 
corporate online 
CoPs 

Caterpillar Inc.  

[6] Nonnecke 
& Preece 
2001 

To explore 
motivations for 
lurking in CoPs  

Gratification model 
of Rafaeli 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

10 members of 
online 
communities 

Not stated  

 

In their literature review they provide definitions of lurking and characteristics of lurkers. 

Further, they offer a review of studies on lurking. They help to provide a preliminary 

understanding about reasons for lurking and show remaining gaps. The research techniques 

they employ are semi-structured interviews. The authors did not solely study lurkers, but the 

lurking behavior of members who may also post from time to time. Hence, a lurker is defined 

Table 3: Overview of sample studies 
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as anyone who posts infrequently or not at all. Ten participants are selected randomly from 

two physical communities from which they were known to be Internet users. The research 

method applied provides a linkage to the research question. Since Nonnecke and Preece are 

aiming at shedding light onto the motivations of lurkers, it is reasonable to conduct in-depth 

interviews. The sample size of ten participants is small but adequate for qualitative research. 

However, they do not state the context of the studied communities of practice. Here, they lack 

transparency, because it is important to know the background of the research to better 

understand its findings.  

The findings support the suggestion that lurking is a common activity in online groups. 

Nonnecke and Preece identified 79 reasons for lurking and 10 needs of lurkers. The reasons 

for lurking varied among the participants and fell into a number of categories ranging from 

personal to work-related reasons. They highlight the fact that lurking is capable of meeting a 

member’s need for information. Nonnecke and Preece apply a gratification model to better 

interpret their findings. The gratification model presumes that reasons and needs are related, 

for example: a lurker lurks because he wants to remain anonymous (reason) but at the same 

time he is looking for relevant information (need). This theoretical underpinning of their 

findings is weak. In sum, they succeed in generating relevant findings to their objective, but 

they fail to explain those with more relevant theory.  

Study # 2: Ardichvili, Page, and Wentling (2003) 

The study of Ardichvili, Page, and Wentling called “Motivation and barriers to participation 

in virtual knowledge-sharing communities of practice” is published in the Journal of 

Knowledge Management in 2003. The scholars are motivated to close a gap in the extant body 

of knowledge on success factors of virtual communities of practice in business organizations. 

They hypothesize that a successful community is the balance of active participation on the 

supply side and using the community as knowledge source on the demand side. Their 

objective of the paper is to investigate motivation and barriers for employee’s willingness to 

share knowledge in communities of practice and to use the latter as sources of knowledge. 

They provide a very brief literature review on knowledge management, intellectual capital, 

and communities of practice but remain quite vague. 

For their research, the scholars chose Caterpillar Inc., a leading US manufacturer of 

construction and mining equipment. They identified three types of community users, namely 

heavy, moderate, and light users, and subscribers, which are the lurkers in this case. 
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Ardichvili, Page, and Wentling gathered data through interviews with 30 community 

members and managers. In their interviews they used open-ended questions and coded the 

participants’ narratives. The applied research method is appropriate for their research 

objective. 

In the finding section, the authors indicate that reasons for sharing knowledge in communities 

of practice are twofold. The willingness to contribute knowledge to a community is driven by 

a moral obligation towards the organization. On the other hand, knowledge contribution is 

triggered by the self-based consideration of establishing oneself as an expert. The most 

important barrier for sharing knowledge publicly is the fear of posting inaccurate or irrelevant 

statements. Knowledge from communities is used because it helps new employees to integrate 

faster. They use the community of practice as an encyclopedia. The reasons for not using the 

knowledge from communities is that employees receive required information from personal 

conversations with colleagues or that they do not find answers to their specific question. 

Ardichvili, Page, and Wentling underpin their findings with the concept of trust. They 

conclude that in order to remove identified barriers, there is a need for developing various 

types of trust, ranging from the knowledge-based to the institution-based trust. I consider their 

findings relevant for the stated research questions and the theory provided helps to better 

understand the findings of their research.  

Study # 3: Nonnecke, Preece, and Andrews (2004) 

Nonnecke, Preece, and Andrews presented the results of their quantitative research on “What 

lurkers and posters think of each other” on the Hawaii International Conference on System 

Sciences in 2004. They build on their previous research on the motivation of lurkers and shift 

their focus to investigating the attitude behind the motives. Further, they are motivated to gain 

a “much broader perspective” on lurkers and posters from a “broad variety of different types 

of online communities”. The research objective of this paper is clear, however, the authors do 

not explain the linkage to prior literature. They merely build on their own previous work and 

fail to review studies of other scholars.  

In this study Nonnecke, Preece and Andrews employ a quantitative research approach. They 

use a web-based survey in 375 Microsoft Network discussion board communities. The sample 

is randomly selected from communities in the following sections: health and wellness, 

government, and sports and recreation. The population of sample communities is defined 

using size, access and activity criteria. The community had to contain more than fifty 
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members, be open to public participation, and be an active online community with 4-5 people 

posting within the past 90 days. The surveys consisted of demographic items, closed 

questions and open-ended questions. They categorize two groups of participants, namely 

posters and lurkers. Lurkers were specified as members who have never posted in the 

community at any time. The research approach is reasonable for the research objective, but 

the context of the research is very vague as described. The authors merely state they included 

communities that relate to leisure topics and governmental issues. 

In the results of the analysis, the scholars indicate that posters and lurkers go online for 

similar reasons. Even though lurkers do not publicly ask questions, they sought answers to 

their questions. However, lurkers are less enthusiastic about the benefits of community 

membership. In contrast, posters perceived a greater benefit from their community 

membership. The generated findings are relevant for the research objective and deliver some 

new insights on lurkers’ attitude towards membership. However, the major weakness of this 

study is that the authors fail to support their findings with adequate theory.  

Study # 4: Wasko and Faraj (2005) 

Wasko and Faraj’s research results are published in the Management Information Systems 

Quarterly in the article “Why should I share? Examining Social Capital and Knowledge 

Contribution in Electronic Networks of Practice” in 2005. The authors aim to provide results 

for a better understanding how of knowledge flows and why people voluntarily contribute 

knowledge to strangers through communities of practice. The objective is convincing and 

clearly linked to prior literature. They provide a literature review that indicates a lack of 

research in the field of communication and organization processes of communities and how 

participation relates to knowledge sharing. Wasko and Faraj build their hypotheses for 

knowledge contribution on individual motivations, structural capital, cognitive capital, and 

relational capital.  

They test their hypotheses with data collected from members of a national legal professional 

association in the US. The scholars observe all postings during a period of four months and 

divide the analysis into two phases. First, they examine the data to gain insights on 

individuals’ centrality in the network. Second, they collect and examine messages to identify 

survey participants and determine their knowledge contribution. Demographic data, survey 

data, and observed postings serve as input for the data analysis. The authors provide 
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information about the context of the community they study and give transparency on how 

they conduct their research. I consider the research method as adequate and well developed. 

The authors uncover that people contribute their knowledge when they perceive that it 

enhances their professional reputation. Contributions occur without regard to expectations of 

reciprocity from other users. Further, their results indicate that social capital develops over 

time and plays a key role underlying knowledge exchange. Individuals that are central in the 

network and connected to a high number of other users are most likely to contribute 

knowledge. Cognitive social capital plays also a vital role, because an individual’s experience 

in the field of practice is an important predictor of knowledge contribution. Surprisingly, high 

levels of relational capital do not predict knowledge contribution. This finding supports the 

assumption that relational capital is not built in electronic networks due to a lack of shared 

history, high interdependence and frequent interaction. I assess the findings of Wasko and 

Faraj highly relevant to their research objective. They provide very helpful theory to better 

understand their findings in the context of the current body of knowledge. Based on their 

findings, the authors develop very valuable implications for practitioners. 

In sum, the article of Wasko and Faraj does not focus directly on lurking, however they 

provide very valuable insights on motivations for and influencing factors of knowledge 

contribution in communities of practice. With help of their findings about human motivation 

to share knowledge in communities the process of active participation in communities can be 

better understood. This is helpful for generating assumptions on why others do not share their 

knowledge actively.  

Study # 5: Jahnke (2010) 

Jahnke’s article “Dynamics of social roles in a knowledge management community” was 

published in Computers in Human Behavior in 2010. Her motivation for the paper is to close 

a knowledge gap and deepen the understanding of how computer-supported social group 

structures change over time and what forms emerge. She links her motivation and objective 

well to prior literature. 

Jahnke uses a longitudinal grounded theory approach over a period of seven years. She 

investigates the “Informatics Portal of University of Dortmund” to research whether and how 

formal and informal roles change over time. Her mixed method design consists of 

observation, interviews and questionnaires. The types of membership are based on Wenger’s 
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general participation model. Core members are users that contribute regularly on a high level, 

and active members contribute regularly on a moderate level. Peripheral members are those 

who are registered in the community but do not actively post. Outsiders are those that follow 

the community without being registered. I assess her research method being well chosen for 

her research objective at hand. Since she has a complex research question, a mixed method 

approach is reasonable. 

Jahnke’s research reveals continual changes in social structures. The reasons why people help 

each other in the community are either altruism or a rationality in the sense that if a person 

helps another member he or she will receive help from a third person at another point in time. 

Further, she finds that students take up the informal roles of community moderators. Formal 

roles are seen as indicators for a contribution’s quality and used as such by new community 

members. The issue with roles from the community’s point of view is that a role actor has a 

certain attitude toward a role that can differ from what the original expectation intended. The 

application of Goffman’s role theory helps to better comprehend changes in formal and 

informal roles over time. 

Study # 6: Borzillo, Aznar, and Schmitt (2011) 

Borzillo, Aznar, and Schmitt published the results of their research “A journey through 

communities of practice: How and why members move from the periphery to the core” 2011 

in the European Management Journal. Their motivation is to investigate whether differences 

in membership (open or limited) and enrolment (voluntary or compulsory) influence how 

members perceive their roles and positions in the community. Further, they want to shed light 

on how and why members move from the community’s periphery inwards to its core. They 

provide a theoretical framework of Wenger’s general participation model and briefly review 

previous research on member integration practice. They follow Wenger’s role concept and 

specify core, active and peripheral community members. Their application of Wenger’s 

general participation is useful in light of their research objective. 

Borzillo, Aznar, and Schmitt employ a multi-case study approach. Over a period of two years 

they study nine communities of practice in seven European and US corporations. The authors 

conduct five rounds of semi-structured interviews and questionnaires with 89 community 

members and managers. They do not state the company’s names but they present the reader a 

transparent description of the communities they study. I assess the research method of 
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conducting several rounds of interviews as very appropriate for investigating why members 

move from the periphery to the community’s core.   

In the findings section the authors present a 5-phase-integration-process of awareness, 

allocation, accountability, architectural, and advertising that constitutes an ongoing process 

within communities. Power seems to be a crucial incentive, because the wish for a higher 

status in the community motivates members to participate regularly. 

The authors conclude that core members keep a community up and running and that it is 

crucial to constantly generate new core members. In the discussion section the scholars relate 

their findings to general group literature, group dynamics, power, and group identity theory. 

This part of their paper shows some weakness because they fail to use theory in a way that it 

helps better understand their findings.  

5.3 Summary  

It is crucial to take a closer look at how lurkers are defined. Here is the key point: if lurkers 

are defined as those ones who never post, the definition is very clear-cut indeed, but on the 

other hand it excludes those members who post infrequently and lurk for the rest of the time. 

As Nonnecke and Preece mention, lurking is a common behavior in online communities and 

the majority of members lurk from time to time. Are infrequent posters considered as lurkers 

in the sampling? Where is the threshold for categorizing members who post infrequently as 

lurkers? For generating an appropriate sample, a researcher must answer the preceding 

questions. These questions are answered differently among the researchers included in the 

meta-analysis. In some studies lurkers are defined as members who never post (see Ardichvili 

et al. 2003; Jahnke 2010; Nonnecke et al. 2004), whereas in other studies lurkers are those 

that post very infrequently (see Borzillo et al. 2011; Nonnecke and Preece 2001; Wasko and 

Faraj 2005). The inconsistency in the definition of lurkers among the studies must be taken 

into consideration. However, the original researchers made adequate assumptions about who 

they consider as a lurker in their context. The technical environments of the online 

communities differ in terms of membership. In some communities registration is not required 

and even outsiders can read posts (see Jahnke 2010). In this case it is very difficult to grasp 

the percentage of lurkers, because they are in fact ‘invisible’ for the researcher and thus 

impossible to technically include in the sample.  
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Based on the context of each sample and different epistemological assumptions the 

researchers chose qualitative (see Ardichvili et al. 2003; Borzillo et al. 2011; Nonnecke and 

Preece 2001), quantitative (see Nonnecke et al. 2004) or mixed methods (see Jahnke 2010; 

Wasko and Faraj 2005). Nonnecke and Preece (2001) argue that observation is not adequate 

for studying lurkers because they are invisible. Further, they assume that lurkers are shy and 

not eager to communicate, and consequently they conduct interviews with active members 

and ask about their lurking behavior. In contrast, Wasko and Faraj (2005) employ observation 

and content analysis to investigate motivations for knowledge sharing. However, they all are 

interpretive and seek to shed light on knowledge sharing activities in communities of practice. 
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6 Meta-analysis  

In this section, the first two steps of meta-analysis are introduced. First, meta-data analysis 

discusses the data provided by the sample studies. Second, meta-theory elaborates on the 

authors’ underpinning theoretical assumptions and explanations. I show the analytical 

findings in a transparent way to prepare the reader for the meta-synthesis, which is the final 

step of meta-analysis. 

6.1 Meta-data analysis  

Building on the methodological approach described in chapter 5 the original participants’ 

reactions are clustered into recurring themes and then further merged into overarching 

constructs. These overarching constructs illustrate the original reasons for lurking in 

communities of practice. They are called ‘first-order constructs’ because they represent the 

lurkers’ feelings firsthand.  

6.1.1 Discussion of first-order constructs 

After extracting the relevant findings from the sample studies, I clustered the 12 recurring 

themes that often surface when lurkers relate their motivation and barriers (see table 4). The 

numbers in brackets represent the studies that raised the themes. These first-order themes are 

further aggregated into four constructs that account for comprehensive clusters. The four 

constructs are: learning, access to community, personal barriers, and structural barriers. 

Grouping participants’ experiences and understandings about the same topic enables me to 

determine the relationships existing among the four constructs.  

6.1.1.1  Learning construct 

The first-order themes curiosity, seeking information, gaining understanding, and getting 

answers provide insights into lurkers’ strong wish for learning. Primarily, lurkers are driven 

by curiosity (Borzillo et al. 2011; Jahnke 2010; Nonnecke and Preece 2001). They approach 

communities of practice because they wish to learn more about the community’s domain and 

want to figure out how they can benefit from it (Borzillo et al. 2011). Due to the strong wish 
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to satisfy their information need, knowledge receivers are more committed to a network than 

knowledge contributors (Wasko and Faraj 2005).  

Construct Theme [study] Theme description in sample studies  
Curiosity [1], [2], [6]  Participants report they aim to find out how they can benefit from the CoP or 

merely show their interest in the topic; curiosity and learning are high on 
peoples’ list of reasons for joining and lurking 

Seeking information [3], 
[4], [6] 

Lurking provides information without interaction; satisfying need for 
information is important for lurkers; posters and lurkers alike are attracted to 
the online community first of all for understanding and information; those 
individuals that are knowledge receivers are more committed to the network 

Gaining understanding 
[1], [4] 

Both lurkers and posters rank "gaining a general understanding” highly; 
peripheral members become aware of a specific knowledge sub-topic within 
the CoP about which they wish to learn more  

Learning 

Getting answers [4] While lurkers do not publicly ask questions, they want answers to questions 
Sensing membership [1], 
[2], [4], [6] 

Main interest of peripheral members is to gain access; lurkers want to show 
membership without posting; connections with individuals are highly valued 

Access to practice [1], 
[4], [6] 

Participants want to find “authentic” information based experience; access 
to expertise and experience s is highly valued; reading conversations and 
stories is a means to gain knowledge 

Access to 
community  

Following peer group [6] Finding peers, experts, and people beyond a local geographic community is 
a reason for joining; professional needs; lurkers are keen on keeping track of 
conferences and work being done by peers; additionally understanding who 
is doing what and where appears to be an important motivation especially in 
academic CoPs 

Shyness [2], [4], [6] Lurkers shy away from public posting; they take a "wait-and-see-approach"; 
waiting for the right moment to post  

Fear [4], [5] Members of Slashdot lurk because they fear aggressive comments or being 
made to look stupid; "fear to lose face"; new employees feel intimidated, 
because they might not have "earned the right" to post something; many 
users fear criticism or ridicule of what they might post; for some lurkers 
dominance by few members is off-putting 

Personal barriers  

Lack of expertise [3], [5] Not posting is associated with the concern that what they post might not be 
interesting, not be accurate or not relevant for a specific discussion; some 
members are concerned that they might pose questions they should already 
know the answer; in networks even if an individual is motivated to 
contribute knowledge, contribution is unlikely unless he or she has 
knowledge to contribute 

Time constraints [5], [6] Process of getting a post approved by community manager is very time-
consuming; member has limited time and other things are more important 

Structural barriers 

Security issues [5], [6] Lurkers want to remain anonymous, and preserve privacy and safety; 
security and confidentiality issues are barriers to post   

Table 4: First-order constructs about lurking 

In case of the socio-technical community for students and professors at the University of 

Dortmund some students registered in the discussion forum to show that they are interested, 

although they do not want to post actively (Jahnke 2010). Next to users who “lurk publicly” a 

second level of lurkers is identified, namely “still readers”. They read posts of other members 

without registering, thus staying invisible to others (Jahnke 2010: 539). For lurkers, their 

lurking behavior provides a means to satisfy their inner needs (Nonnecke and Preece 2001). 

Especially the need for reading stories, being entertained, and acquiring information without 
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interaction is highly ranked by lurkers (Nonnecke and Preece 2001: 6). Community managers 

report that some members exploit their peripheral position for merely satisfying their own 

needs:  

“During this awareness phase, we found cases of peripheral members who were 

attracted to a CoP, obtained access to the documented practices they were looking for, 

and who then did not return to the CoP.” (Borzillo et al. 2011: 33) 

Lurkers and posters go online for the same reason: they want answers to their questions 

(Preece et al. 2004). However, what distinguishes lurkers and posters is that lurkers are less 

enthusiastic about the benefits of community membership. Answering the question why they 

do not post, lurkers state that “just reading/browsing is enough” (Preece et al. 2004: 4). 

Posters perceive more benefit from the community, because they can actively steer the 

discussion and thus guide the discussion in a way it is more beneficial for them. In the 

questionnaires, more posters than lurkers stated that their needs are met by their community 

membership (Preece et al. 2004: 7). Whether lurking behavior is a cause or effect of their 

experience cannot be drawn from the generated data. In sum, lurkers are motivated to satisfy 

their need for information. They rate access to information higher than community 

interaction. Although they do not actively participate at community’s discussions they learn 

through their lurking experience.  

6.1.1.2 Community access construct  

The first-order themes sensing membership, access to practice, and following peer group 

reveal why community access is important for many lurkers, even though they do not feel the 

necessity to post (Borzillo et al. 2011; Jahnke 2010). Lurkers feel a sense of community while 

lurking. They are seeking a surrounding in which they are in contact with others while 

remaining quiet (Nonnecke and Preece 2001; Preece et al. 2004). However, the sense of 

membership perceived by active posters is higher (the results of the questionnaire reveal that 

only 20.8% of lurkers feel a sense of community compared with 73.7% of posters; see Preece 

et al. 2004: 8).  

In general, active members tolerate passive members of their community. The majority of 

active members have no opinion about lurkers. Every third poster states that he or she 

tolerates lurkers as members of the community. Very few posters respond that they do not 

consider lurkers as members, and even fewer express resentment toward lurkers. Surprisingly, 
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lurkers are less likely to consider themselves and other lurkers as members of the community 

(only 19.7% of all lurkers considered themselves and other lurkers as members; for all 

percentages see Preece et al. 2004: 8-10).  

Lurkers are aiming for access to personal experiences of others. Respondents point out that 

breadth and depth of expertise is important, as is finding “authentic” information based on 

experience (Nonnecke and Preece 2001: 9). Lurkers are able to learn from the experiences of 

others while reading their stories and following conversations. 

Lurkers try to identify and follow their peer group. By doing so, they are able to identify 

experts, and if needed, seek expertise directly from these individuals (Nonnecke and Preece 

2001: 8). Summarizing, lurking is seen as an effective means to gain access to a community 

without the need to post. Lurkers are motivated to satisfy their personal and professional 

needs through community access while remaining passive. 

6.1.1.3 Personal barriers construct 

Focusing on the barriers to posting provides a different angle on lurking. Here, lurking is a 

residual option rather than a deliberate choice for by individuals. In other words, here we are 

focusing on the members that like to post but do not for several reasons. Shyness, fear, and 

lack of expertise are the first-order themes that illustrate lurkers’ personal barriers to posting.  

Not posting is primarily associated with fear or shyness (Ardichvili et al. 2003; Jahnke 2010; 

Nonnecke and Preece 2001; Preece et al. 2004). In the case of shyness lurking is a product of 

personal traits (Preece et al. 2004). In terms of fear, lurkers’ feelings are diverse, ranging from 

“fear to lose face” to the fear that the information they post might not by accurate. Several 

lurkers state that they fear aggressive comments making them look stupid (Preece et al. 2004), 

or they are afraid that their post may “not deserve to be posted” because it lacks accuracy or 

relevance for the community’s discussion (Ardichvili et al. 2003: 70). In this case, non-

posters fear ridicule and criticism about their posts. Lurkers with personal barriers do not even 

dare to publicly ask questions. They are concerned that they could ask questions to which 

they should already know the answer (Ardichvili et al. 2003). Respondents also state altruism 

as one reason not to post. Lurkers are highly insecure and worried about misleading other 

members with their potentially erroneous posts. In the context of corporate communities of 

practice new members mention that they feel intimidated about posting, since they might not 

have yet “earned the right” to post in an organization-wide system (Ardichvili et al. 2003: 70). 
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Lack of expertise is considered as a personal barrier to posting as well. The individual’s 

experience is a predictor for knowledge contribution. It is observed in networks that even if 

individuals are motivated to contribute knowledge, contribution is very unlikely unless the 

person considers his or her knowledge adequate and sufficient to contribute (Wasko and Faraj 

2005). Instead of posting and receiving feedback for their posts, lurkers tend to take a wait-

and-see approach (Nonnecke and Preece 2001) and trying to find the “right moment to post” 

(Jahnke 2010: 539). Personal barriers to post are diverse. However, the three main reasons are 

shyness, fear and a lack of expertise.  

6.1.1.4 Structural barriers construct 

The two themes time constraints and security issues represent the structural barriers construct. 

The organization of the community itself can be a barrier for members, when they are obliged 

to make their identity public and when there is an approval process for posts. Several users 

criticize the time-consuming approval process through which they are supposed to get each 

post approved by the community manager. The manager is obliged to verify accuracy of all 

entries before they are made public (Ardichvili et al. 2003). This structural community 

element turns into an impediment for members especially when they have very limited time 

and they prioritize other tasks outside the community higher than actively contributing 

knowledge to the community (Ardichvili et al. 2003; Nonnecke and Preece 2001).  

Many community structures force members to make their identity public. It is problematic 

when members do not trust the system or simply prefer posting while staying anonymous 

(Ardichvili et al. 2003; Nonnecke and Preece 2001). Some members are worried that other 

community users might misuse their information provided (Ardichvili et al. 2003). In case 

members have such issues with security they tend to return to old techniques of knowledge 

sharing they are familiar with, for instance face-to-face conversations, telephone, or e-mail 

(Ardichvili et al. 2003). In sum, structural barriers are mostly of technical or organizational 

nature. Time-consuming accreditation procedures are inconsistent with employees’ time 

constraints and the requirement of public identity contradicts the employees’ wish for 

anonymity.   
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6.2 Meta-theory 

The following section presents the outcomes of meta-theory. In this step, each of the six 

studies was independently examined in order to extract the authors’ inferences regarding 

lurking. Theoretical explanations are clustered into recurring theories and then further merged 

into overarching constructs. In some cases the theoretical implications are not directly related 

to lurking but to posting or knowledge contribution. However, theoretical findings on 

knowledge contribution are also relevant for the meta-theory because they can provide a more 

holistic picture on why people share knowledge in communities of practice.  

6.2.1 Discussion of second-order constructs 

The authors’ reflections, interpretations, and conclusions are considered to mirror theories on 

which findings and discussions are based. In the meta-theory process seven relevant theories 

are identified in the six sample studies: legitimate peripheral participation, gate keeping, 

formal and informal roles, knowledge-based trust, institution-based trust, reputation building 

through social exchange, and social capital. These extracted theories are further labeled into 

four overarching constructs of theories, which are: legitimacy, role theory, trust, and social 

exchange theory. These overarching constructs from meta-theory (see table 5) are now 

discussed.  

6.2.1.1 Legitimacy construct 

Borzillo et al. (2011) scrutinize what motivates new members to move from the periphery to 

the core. In line with Wenger’s general participation model their findings describe a process 

of member evolution from peripheral, to active, to core members. A five-phase process of 

awareness, allocation, accountability, architectural, and advertising, constitutes an ongoing 

process with newcomers joining and old members choosing to end their participation 

(Borzillo et al. 2011). The authors apply Wenger’s notion of legitimate peripheral 

participation to explain how newcomers gain access to communities: 

“If CoP leaders and facilitators recognize potential new members they support them 

during their passage from awareness to allocation. They invite new members to 

present their expertise at large CoP events, during which they get the opportunity of 

getting their expertise recognized by core members. From this moment, core members 
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recognize these members as experts, granting them more legitimacy.” (Borzillo et al. 

2011: 33) 

Construct Theory [study] Theory description in sample studies 
Legitimate peripheral 
participation [1], [4] 

If CoP leaders and facilitators recognize potential new members they 
support them during their passage from awareness to allocation. Most 
members start their existence in a new community as a lurker until they 
have learned the rules and norms of the community. They are invited by 
full members to present their expertise at large CoP events, during which 
they get the opportunity of getting their expertise recognized by core 
members. From this moment, core members recognize these members as 
experts, granting them more legitimacy.   

Legitimacy 

Gate keeping [1] In some CoPs, active members failed to gain the legitimacy to become core 
group members.  

Formal roles [1], [2] The explicit formal role is seen as indicative of a contribution’s quality, 
and used as such by community members. Members are making links 
between member status, behavior and their roles in the CoP and the degrees 
of their responsibility and legitimacy in the group. Roles in a group 
promote integration as they influence how members interact. 

Role theory 

Informal roles [2] Relating to Goffman's concept of social structures and roles in 
communities of practice.  

Knowledge-based trust 
[2], [5] 

Trust emerges on the basis of recurring social interactions between trustor 
and trustee and takes root when a member’s expectations regarding other 
users are accurate. Trust is multidimensional: trust in the identity, the 
interests and motives, integrity and in the expertise of others. Trust in CoP 
members positively influences willingness to contribute actively. 

Trust 

Institution-based trust [2], 
[5] 

Institution-based trust is based on the belief that necessary structures are in 
place to ensure trustworthy behavior of individual members. The trust-
building process in InPUD was supported by ensuring that each discussion 
board had formal moderators, transparency, and a set of rules governing the 
behavior of members. People will be willing to participate in wider 
communities including complete strangers if they trust the institution. 

Reputation building 
through knowledge 
contribution [1], [3] 

People engage in social interaction based on the expectation that it will lead 
to social reward. One potential way on individual can benefit from active 
participation is enhancing personal reputation in the network. Prior 
research on electronic networks of practice provides evidence that building 
reputation is a strong motivator for active participation.  

Social exchange 
theory 

Social capital [3] Social capital resides in the fabric of relationships between individuals and 
in individual's connections with their community. There are three forms of 
social capital: cognitive, structural, and relational based on the theoretical 
model of Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998): knowledge contribution is 
facilitated when (1) individuals are motivated to engage in social exchange, 
(2) there are structural links or connections between individuals, (3) 
individuals have the cognitive capability to understand and apply the 
knowledge, and (4) their relationships have strong, positive characteristics. 

Table 5: Second-order constructs about lurking 

 However, legitimacy is not always a means to gain access, it can also function as a potential 

gatekeeper. Borzillo et al. (2011) observe that in some communities active members fail to 

gain legitimacy. However, they do not further investigate why this was the case. In line with 

Wenger’s theory of legitimate peripheral participation described in chapter two, legitimacy, or 

a lack thereof, is either the enabler or the obstacle for new members. The legitimacy construct 

helps to better understand lurking because it provides a possible theoretical angle: lurking is a 
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form of peripheral participation that new members perform on their way inward. They start 

their community membership by lurking in order to learn from other, more experienced 

members. But some questions remain. What about those lurkers that do not want to move 

further inward to the core? Can they only effectively lurk if they have gained legitimacy from 

core members for peripheral participation? Is lurking only a residual option for those who 

have failed to gain legitimacy to move further inward?  

6.2.1.2 Role theory construct 

Jahnke (2010) applies concepts of social structures and roles of Goffman (1959). The notion 

of a social structure is an “enduring and relatively stable pattern of social relations” (Jahnke 

2010: 534). An online community consists of these patterns of social interactions that can be 

called ‘roles’. Goffman (1959) defined a role as a set of activities performed by individuals. 

But a role and its role-playing is determined by pre-existing values and norms of a social 

system and the power to sanction incorrect behavior within a group (Jahnke 2010). In the 

university community in Jahnke’s study, a role is also a perceivable interaction pattern shaped 

by the repetition of social interactions. According to Jahnke, a role entails four combined 

characteristics (Jahnke 2010: 535): 

- (a) position/social relations: The position can be either formal (assigned by work 

contract) or informal (e.g. opinion leader).  

- (b) tasks/activities: Tasks and activities are often closely related to the position held by 

a person. They mirror what a role owner in a certain position does and what the 

community expects him or her to do.  

- (c) expectations/trust: Expectations relate to what other members anticipate from a 

certain role. If their expectations are positively met they build trust. 

- (d) role-playing: A role is a dynamic phenomenon and can be modified by role-

mechanisms. Role-mechanisms describe how members take on a role. Role-making 

characterizes how a person plays a role, and how she or he transforms the assigned 

expectations into concrete behavior. The problem, from the community’s point of 

view, is that a role-owner has a certain attitude to the role, called role-distance that can 

differ from what the initial expectations intended.  

 

Based on her theoretical implications Jahnke (2010) finds that Wenger’s general participation 

model holds true. However, she finds that the structure in the online community at the 
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University Dortmund changes over time. Therefore, Jahnke (2010) comes up with a list of 

differentiated informal roles she observed during her research. For example, some core 

members took up the part of the informal moderator. Although they did not have the formal 

role of a moderator, they guided other members.  

As the university community matured the visible presence of formal roles was introduced, for 

instance “Mr. Miller, Advisor of Study Management” (Jahnke 2010: 542). New members use 

the explicit formal role as indicative of a contribution’s quality. Borzillo et al. (2011) 

conclude similar effects of formal roles in their communities studied. Members are making 

links between their status behavior and their role in the community. Formal roles promote 

integration as they influence how members interact with each other: members relate another 

member’s role in the community to the degrees of their responsibility and legitimacy in the 

group (Borzillo et al. 2011). Summarizing, the role-theory construct can partly but not 

sufficiently explain lurking. According to role-theory lurking can be a part of role-playing. 

The lurker might express his or her distance to the role by not actively posting. His or her 

role-playing differs from what the core members might expect from new members. Here, the 

question remains whether the community or certain core members have the power to sanction 

unwanted lurking behavior.  

6.2.1.3 Trust construct 

Researchers argue that lack of trust is the main barrier for active participation in communities 

of practice (Ardichvili et al. 2003; Jahnke 2010). In order to understand how to overcome 

such barriers researchers need to better understand mechanisms of trust among community 

members and in the organization. In general, trust is twofold: built on knowledge and the 

institution. Knowledge-based trust emerges on the basis of frequent social interactions 

between the trustor and the trustee. It takes root when a person’s expectations regarding 

others are more and more accurate (Ardichvili et al. 2003; Jahnke 2010). When actors get to 

know one another they will be able to predict what to expect and how certain members will 

behave in certain situations. This predictability enables community members to trust one 

another. Trust is something that people expect rather tacitly than explicitly. Awareness can 

increase the accuracy of members’ expectations, because it gives access to more examples of 

another member’s behavior, and from that larger pool of examples expectations can be refined 

(Jahnke 2010). It is crucial to mention that knowledge-based trust is a multidimensional 
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construct. It includes trust in various attributes of the trustee: reliability, openness, honesty, 

integrity, and competence (Ardichvili et al. 2003; Jahnke 2010).  

Further, Ardichvili et al. (2003) argue that knowledge-based trust is shaped by social network 

theory. Activities in organizations are embedded in prior social networks and this 

embeddedness determines organizational behavior. They conclude that trust in other 

community members contributes to the motivation to actively participate, as people are more 

likely to share knowledge within their embedded network (Ardichvili et al. 2003). The 

implication of building successful communities of practice is thus that their participants have 

high levels of trust in the integrity and competence of its members and especially community 

managers and experts. Jahnke (2010) elaborates on the difficulty to establish trust in online 

communities of practice due to their virtual nature: 

“The process of trust-building in the InPUD-community relies on online written 

communication, which makes trust-building more difficult due to a lack of facial 

expressions and/or physical presence. Additionally, the InPUD-members do not 

generally know other users outside of this virtual space.” (Jahnke 2010: 540-541) 

The second aspect of trust discussed by the authors is institution-based trust. The anticipation 

of institution-based trust is that people will be willing to contribute knowledge to a 

community including strangers if they trust the institution (Jahnke 2010; Ardichvili et al. 

2003). Members build trust in the institution based on the conviction that required structures 

are in place to ensure trustworthy behavior of all members. Ardichvili et al. (2003) 

recommend making rules and expectations for participation transparent. Here again, Jahnke 

(2010) supports Ardichvili et al.’s (2003) theoretical implication with her observation:  

“The trust-building process in InPUD was supported by ensuring that each discussion 

board had one or more formal moderators, a task that academic personnel are obliged 

to perform. […] The formal moderators gave the InPUD-community the structure for 

facilitating trust. […] The trust-building was also supported by InPUD’s transparency. 

First of all, InPUD clarified the context. […] Secondly, commitments on ‘how to 

behave’ were clear, since each board describes permitted content and announcements 

that “off-topic discussions will be deleted”. The communicative style – ‘netiquette’, a 

set of rules governing the behaviour of members – affected the development of the 

community, and it supported the trustworthiness. […] Finally, the InPUD forum 

provided an awareness tool with information about activities of other users, formal 
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roles and current status, including who and how many users were online at a given 

time. These tools provided the community the opportunity for (re-)modeling and 

renewing trust.” (Jahnke 2010: 541-542) 

So, lurking can be theorized as a consequence of the lack of trust. Members might be 

motivated to actively contribute but their lack of trust in other members or the institution 

distracts them from doing so. Here, the authors conclude wisely that a means of a “how to 

behave guide” might support the trust-building process and former lurkers might de-lurk and 

start actively contributing their knowledge.  

6.2.1.4 Social exchange theory construct 

Wasko and Faraj (2005) state that in the context of virtual communities it seems irrational that 

individuals voluntarily contribute their time, effort, and knowledge toward the collective 

benefit, when they can easily free-ride on the efforts of others. Theories of social exchange 

are applied to help explaining the phenomenon. Wasko and Faraj (2005) refer to Nahapiet and 

Ghoshal (1998) arguing that in order to contribute knowledge to networks, people usually 

assume that their contribution will be worth the effort and that new value will be created from 

which they will receive value for themselves. In other words, people engage in social 

interaction based on an expectation that it will lead in some way to social reward. One 

potential way an individual can benefit from active participation is that it enhances personal 

reputation in the network (Wasko and Faraj 2005). Referring to prior research Wasko and 

Faraj (2005) state that building reputation is a strong motivator for individuals to contribute 

knowledge to networks. Borzillo et al. (2011) provide evidence that the chance to improve 

one's own reputation highly motivates members to become active members of the community: 

“As our study shows, besides the incentive to learn about the practice, incentives for 

member integration include higher status in the CoP and thus greater recognition by 

top management.” (Borzillo et al. 2011: 38) 

Hence, the authors conclude that member’s perception that knowledge contribution will 

enhance reputation and status may motivate people to contribute knowledge to other 

members. Another aspect that pushes public knowledge contribution is intrinsic individual 

motivation. For some people “engaging in intellectual pursuits and solving problems is 

challenging or fun” (Wasko and Faraj 2005: 40). The joy of helping others drives them to 

contribute their knowledge to the community.  
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Individual relationships with other members in the community are a primary source for the 

generation of social capital, which influences how individuals behave in relation to others and 

in terms of knowledge contribution. Wasko and Faraj (2005) introduce three forms of social 

capital: structural capital (referring to an individual’s position in the network), cognitive 

capital (referring to an individual’s cognitive capability), and relational capital (referring to 

the relationships of an individual). Further, they apply Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s (1998) model 

on group level social capital to their online community and argue that knowledge contribution 

is thus facilitated when (1) individuals are motivated to engage in social exchange, (2) there 

are structural links or connections between individuals, (3) individuals have the cognitive 

capability to understand and apply the knowledge, and (4) their relationships have strong, 

positive characteristics (Wasko and Faraj 2005: 38). In sum, social exchange theory helps to 

better understand lurking in two ways. First, lurkers can be theorized as those members who 

are not driven by the aim to gain personal reputation through knowledge contribution. 

Second, lurkers might not contribute knowledge due to their lack of cognitive capital. 
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7 Meta-synthesis 

“We are prisoners of our own metaphors, metaphorically speaking.”  

R. Buckminster Fuller (1970) 

 

Based on the literature review and meta-analysis of the selected articles an alternative 

theoretical concept of lurking is proposed. First, the two main problems of the current concept 

of lurking are illuminated – ambiguity and bias. Then, two alternative metaphors for lurking 

are introduced – listening and learning. The latter provides a more accurate description of the 

concept in a social science context. Eventually, this section leads to a new perspective on the 

benefits of lurking.  

7.1 The concept of lurking: ambiguous and biased  

There are varying understandings of lurking in literature. Sometimes, lurking is perceived by 

scholars and practitioners as a benefit obtained at another’s expenses or an advantage without 

the usual costs or effort. In the context of communities of practice lurking then indicates a 

sense of benefits for the lurker, like findings solutions for his problems, without having spent 

the adequate price for this, which is actively engaging in the community discussion. Kollock 

and Smith’s work from 1996 is often cited when lurking is framed as a benefit at another’s 

expenses. They define lurking as an action that is threatening the public good:  

“The temptation is to enjoy a public good without contributing to its production, but if 

all reach this decision, the good is never created and all suffer.” (Kollock and Smith 

1996: 109) 

This narrow and negative view of lurking differs from what is found in more contemporary 

research on lurking. In the field of knowledge management, and its related fields such as 

organization studies and information science, a more neutral or slightly constructive 
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understanding of lurking prevails. Authors challenge the connotation of lurking being merely 

a passive behavior: 

“[…] lurking can not be viewed as individual passive participation as defined and 

interpreted in previous research.” (Chen and Chang 2011: 176) 

“The analysis reveals that lurking is a strategic activity involving more than just 

reading posts.” (Nonnecke and Preece 2001: 1) 

In most recent research on lurking, a perceived need to get more positive about the term is 

prevalent. Here, authors aim to leave the negative connotation behind and aim for alternative 

understandings that recognize the potential value of lurking.   

“This paper argues that in today’s complex, multimodal online communities, the 

lurker concept is too simplistic. Combining the concept of polycontextuality with 

boundary spanning theory, it proposes that an alternative way of conceptualizing 

invisible online roles.” (Cranefield et al. 2011: 1)  

“The findings present a different, developing understanding of how non-active 

participants are viewed as part of the community of LiveJournal. […] There is a 

suggestion within the literature that the presence of lurkers can negatively affect an 

online community. In this research none of the respondents reported feeling 

resentment towards lurkers.” (Merry and Simon 2012: 241, 256) 

In this section, I will indicate the two main problems with contemporary research and the 

resulting understandings of lurking in communities of practice: (a) an ambiguous view on 

lurking from the perspectives of social loafing and socialization, and (b) a biased perception 

in terms of the costs of lurking.   

Ambiguity: Social loafing and socialization 

In the literature we find two opposing schools of thought regarding lurking. In the late 1990’s 

the majority of researchers focused on lurking as a behavior of social loafing. Karau et al. 

(1993) define social loafing as an individual’s tendency to spend less effort when working 

collectively than when working individually. Kollock and Smith (1996) go even further and 

argue that an individual’s selfish behavior can lead to the “tragedy of commons” and 

eventually destroy the collectively produced effort: 
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“At the heart of each of these models is the free-rider problem. Whenever one person 

cannot be excluded from the benefits that others provide, each person is motivated not 

to contribute to the joint effort, but to free-ride on the efforts of others. If all 

participants choose to free-ride, the collective benefit will not be produced. The 

temptation to free-ride, however, may dominate the decision process and thus all will 

end up where no one wanted to be.” (Kollock and Smith 1996: 109-110)  

Since the early 2000’s the perspective on lurking as a selfish act is challenged by a contrasting 

view on lurking. The most prominent proponents of lurking as socialization are Nonnecke and 

Preece (2000, 2001, 2003, 2004a, 2004b, 2006) and Rafaeli et al. (2004). Their alternative 

perspective on lurking evolves when conceptualizing lurking in light of Wenger’s concept of 

legitimate peripheral participation. Lurking can be considered as strategic behavior that serves 

as period of observation for the new member to prepare for full participation. Here, lurking is 

seen as a ‘good behavior’ of socialization and sense-making before active participation 

(Rafaeli et al. 2004). Socialization refers to the adjustment and adaptation of not yet full 

members to new communication environments and points to the process of learning the 

behaviors and attitudes necessary for becoming a full member. Nonnecke and Preece define 

lurking as “an indirect way of saying that they [new members] are not yet members, but are 

trying to be” (Nonnecke and Preece 2003: 128).  

One problem with the two main opposing schools of thought is that researchers often favor 

one over the other and thus aim to provide supporting arguments for either positive or 

negative effects of lurking. Yeow et al. (2006) note that we should move beyond the question 

of whether lurking is a good or bad. There is a need to combine both theoretical perspectives 

in order to fully understand lurking. 

Bias: no cost to the lurker 

In the literature costs are only seen on the community side. Building on the concept of 

knowledge as competitive advantage, knowledge sharing is rendered the main success factor 

for communities of practice: “knowledge sharing is the fundamental means through which 

employees can contribute to knowledge application, innovation, and ultimately the 

competitive advantage of the organization” (Wolf et al. 2011: 22). Consequently, a majority 

of studies of communities of practice explore factors that would increase an individual’s 

willingness to contribute knowledge to a community (Ardichvili et al. 2003; Bock et al. 2005; 

Chiu et al. 2006; Chow and Chan 2008; Wang and Noe 2010; Wolf et al. 2011). Since a 
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successful community is defined as having a strong core of active knowledge contributors, 

persistent lurking is seen as a threat to the long-term survival of the community. Lurkers 

undermine the group’s joint effort. The collective effort of the community to build and sustain 

a knowledge exchange system is challenged when there are too many knowledge seekers and 

too few knowledge contributors. Wasko et al. (2005), for example, frame lurking as 

hazardous to the community: active members fear that they won’t receive any favors in return 

for their knowledge contribution, because “lurkers may draw on the knowledge of others 

without contributing anything in return” (Wasko and Faraj 2005: 37). According to Wasko et 

al. lurking is thus a behavior at the expense of the group. The lurker pays nothing in return for 

the knowledge that is collectively provided by the group. Consequently, one can find many 

scholars with a biased view on lurking: the group produces knowledge at its expense and the 

lurker takes advantage of the collective effort with no costs involved to him. This behavior 

yields to an imbalance in terms of costs that cannot be paid by the community in the long run. 

It is argued that imbalance, produced by the lurkers, has to be avoided to protect the 

community’s sustainability. The aim is thus to protect the community from detrimental 

lurkers. Consequently, researchers aim at providing strategies to encourage lurkers to de-lurk 

to increase active participation in communities. Chiu et al. (2006) provide an example for 

such a biased view: 

“Clearly, the biggest challenge in fostering a virtual community is the supply of 

knowledge, namely the willingness to share knowledge with other members. It is then 

important to explain why individuals elect to share or not to share knowledge with 

other community members when they have a choice. Identifying the motivations 

underlying the knowledge sharing behavior in virtual communities would help both 

academics and practitioners gain insights into how to stimulate knowledge sharing in 

virtual communities.” (Chiu et al. 2006: 1872) 

The problem with biased research of communities of practice is that lurking will remain a 

neglected form of participation as long as it is assumed that there are no costs involved to the 

lurker. In other words, if we do not move beyond the biased perception that knowledge 

contribution is associated with costs and lurking is merely a parasitic behavior at the expense 

of the group’s effort, the picture of a community remains incomplete. Scholars hint that there 

may be a more valuable perspective on lurking that conceptualizes “receptive participation as 

important and constructive as encouraging active contributions in online communities” 

(Rafaeli et al. 2004: 8).  



THE HIDDEN BENEFITS OF LURKING IN COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE  

  
64 

7.2 Reframing lurking: listening and learning 

A root metaphor illustrates the underlying worldview that shapes the understanding of a 

situation. According to Alvesson and Sandberg (2011), a root metaphor assumption can first 

be explored by identifying the basic image of a phenomenon. In the second step, it is useful to 

detect existing images and produce alternative possible confrontational metaphors. While the 

term ‘lurker’ was first used during the 14th century to describe someone who is hiding in 

concealment, it has entered today’s common language use. It describes the action of “reading 

messages on an Internet discussion forum (as a newsgroup or chat room) without 

contributing” (Meriam Webster Dictionary 2013). The meaning of lurking is metaphorically 

applied to the “reading-only-participants” because they are part of the discussion forum 

without being recognized. The problem here is that the historical negative connotation is still 

inherent in the term that is used today.   

There are several researchers suggesting new synonyms for lurkers, such as invisible 

participant (Cranefield et al. 2011), silent participant (Nonnecke and Preece 2003), peripheral 

member (Zhang and Storck 2001), passive observer (Butler 2001), non-active member (Merry 

and Simon 2012), and non-public participant (Nonnecke and Preece 2003). While they try to 

eliminate the stigmatizing connotation from the term lurker, they still proceed to define this 

group of participants by what they are not: not visible, not noisy, not in the core, not active, 

and not public. These synonyms thus fail to provide a sense of what these participants do, and 

why they may be necessary and beneficial for an online community. For too long, scholars 

have dedicated their investigations on assessing whether lurking is a legitimate or illegitimate 

form of participation (e.g. Yeow et al. 2006). As long as they seek arguments for its 

legitimacy, they might succeed in removing its negative connotation. Yet they fail to provide 

arguments that account for its positive impact.  

My aim is to suggest two alternative metaphors for lurking that capture the core and benefits 

of this particular form of participation. Once lurking is understood as form of listening and 

learning it can be transformed into an active and beneficial form of participation. In practice it 

is observed that Internet users alternate between reading and posting in online communities. 

Hence, I argue that a more accurate understanding of listening in communities of practice is 

needed. A deeper consideration of listening and learning practices allows for a more complete 

and more accurate view of lurking in communities of practice and lets us rethink the current 

overemphasis on posting.   
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7.2.1  Lurking as listening 

The core argument of this section is that participants who read the entries of others contribute 

actively by taking on the role as listening audience. The term lurking neglects this 

contribution with all its immanent linguistic suggestions of concealment and evil purpose. 

Here, listening is suggested as a powerful metaphor to revaluate lurking as a necessary form 

of participation. To be very clear, I do not aim to render listening a more important form of 

participation than speaking, rather I argue that listening and speaking should occur jointly and 

thus both are necessary and crucial forms of participation. In this chapter I will first apply 

Goffman’s dramaturgical perspective to establish the idea of having a stage and an audience 

in online discussion forums.  

Goffman (1959) offers a dramaturgical perspective on how people behave in an 

organizational setting. He metaphorically applies the idea of having a stage where all public 

interaction takes place and while people are on that stage they engage in impression 

management. Impression management implies that people constantly try to manage and 

control impressions they create among others. Performances are all situations where people 

engage in impression management – they are ubiquitous. Performances take place on different 

stages, namely the front stage and the backstage. The former stage is directed towards a wider 

audience and is hence public; the performer on the front stage is exposed to the pressure to 

conform social norms and values. The backstage, by contrast, is more restricted and 

consequently more intimate in character. The performance does not stop there, but is enacted 

in a more relaxed and informal manner. However, the importance of the back regions should 

be emphasized because they are the places where front stage performances are put together 

(Kärreman n.d.).  

Applying this concept to communities of practice provides the following scene: posting is 

conducted at the public community forum – the front stage. All offline activity is not public 

and thus performed backstage. The members who are reading the posts of others are the 

listening audience. A similar concept has been used by Butler (2001) to explain the resources 

of a community of practice. In his resource-based model, membership size represents the 

“audience resource” that a community has to offer. He argues that the bigger the potential 

audience the higher the members’ motivation to contribute valuable resources. He concludes 

that knowledge contributors generally prefer larger audiences. Wasko and Faraj (2005) 

suggest an explanation for why large audiences are preferred over small ones: active 
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knowledge contributors are intrinsically motivated to enhance personal reputation and the 

bigger the audience the more likely it is that contributors’ reputations will be built.  

Crawford (2011) also refers to the image of the audience. She argues that speaking is crucial, 

but it remains mere noise if it is not matched with the process of listening. She explains that 

the overemphasis on the speaking participants is closely tied to the idea of online democracy, 

because “by speaking up individuals were fully participating in the co-creation of ideas, 

debates, and online communities” (Crawford 2011: 65). But speaking is meaningless if there 

is nobody listening. A simple example from modern social media illustrates the issue: 

probably no facebook- or twitter-user would post an update knowing that there is no audience 

to read it. The overemphasis on speaking has overlooked or neglected the “agentic power” 

exerted by listening (Crawford 2011). “Agentic power” is for instance exerted in a political 

movement, when the receptive listeners stand up for their rights and change a situation. Here, 

it is clearly seen that listening is not at all a parasitic behavior. Listening comes with the cost 

of human attention. 

I want to illustrate a second example for the power of listening as receptive action. The 

situation of a lecture in university is typically that of a teacher on a stage and the students as 

the listing audience. Here again, the audience may remain quiet but not at all passive, because 

they are listening. The audience pays attention to what is said by the individual on stage and 

actively reflects on it. The audience is not necessarily agreeing with the person on the stage. 

Although they remain quiet most of the time, the students have power to disagree with what is 

said and speak up – and they do so when they feel the need to.  

The dominant emphasis on the speaking group of online participants means that we see 

merely one side of a two-sided coin. The metaphor ‘listening’ is powerful and more adequate. 

It recognizes the inherent receptivity and demonstrates the power of listening.   

7.2.2 Lurking as learning 

In this section I am suggesting a second alternative framing of lurking, namely learning. The 

aspect of learning linked to communities of practice has been present in the literature about 

communities of practice since its beginning. Wenger coined the term ‘situated learning’ in 

1992, which is discussed in chapter two of this thesis. The idea of learning through 

communities of practice is still very prominent. Snyder (1997), for instance, argues that 

communities have the capacity to bridge the gap between organizational learning and strategy 
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because “communities of practice consist of people who are informally as well as 

contextually bound by a shared interest in learning”. However, the problem here is that the 

effect of learning has been solely applied to the group of participants who actively post. There 

are several studies that researched communication aspects to draw conclusions about the 

learning effects (e.g. Boud and Middleton 2003). So far, many authors shy away from 

researching the invisible aspect of learning experienced by the lurking group. Still, there a few 

researchers shedding light on the learning aspect of lurking (Chen and Chang 2011; 

Takahashi et al. 2007). I will draw upon the work of both. First, I will frame active lurking as 

a process of applying knowledge. Second, I will show that learning lurkers can be beneficial 

for a community.      

Takahashi et al (2007) argue that lurking is a noncanonical practice around communities of 

practice. These noncanonical practices are mostly invisible for the community and the 

researcher, because they cannot be captured as traffic in the community forum. Takahashi et 

al. take a practice-perspective to examine these informal practices, which they call ‘active 

lurking’ (Takahashi et al. 2007). Active lurking is defined as the activity to apply or propagate 

information gained from communities of practice in the outside environment. They 

differentiate between three kinds of active lurking: (1) applying gained information in 

personal activities, (2) propagating information to non-members, and (3) contacting members 

not through the community but rather offline. Here, it shows that it is helpful to overcome the 

role-based view of the ‘lurker’ versus the ‘poster’ because, as they define active lurking, it is 

an activity that is done by both, lurkers and posters. They build upon the work of Brown and 

Duguid (1991) who state that organizations should recognize the gap between their 

noncanonical practices, which are produced in informal contexts around communities of 

practice and canonical practices that are officially recognized in formal job descriptions. 

Takahashi et al. (2007) observe in their study that active lurking contributes not merely to 

individual productivity at work, but also enables employees to gain valuable information, 

which cannot be accessed through formal information flow. Consequently, they frame active 

lurking as a connecting practice between informal community discussion and formal 

information flow. Knowledge that cannot be easily created in formal organizational 

structures, for instance customer insights, can be produced in informal communities of 

practice.  

It is important to realize that existing approaches to study the learning effects of communities 

of practice are dependent on counting and analyzing the numbers of postings. Therefore it is 
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often neglected that participants who do not actively post experience the same learning 

experience as others. 

Chen and Chang (2011) aim to shift the focus away from the visible learning aspect towards 

invisible learning activities. In their research, they focus on the quality of the postings. They 

find that the comments of the members who are silent most of the time are the comments that 

have the most critical and challenging character (Chen and Chang 2011). This hints again at 

the fact that lurkers are not passive in their offline behavior – they critically reflect on what 

they read in the discussion forum. In their analysis, Chen and Chang apply a coding system 

that places a single post in relationship to other ongoing posts. They find that especially the 

posts of usually quiet members have a significant contribution to the discussion:  

“Although Snowlove [a community member] contributed the least number of postings, 

her invisible participation was perceived, recognized and captured. Using a knowledge 

co-construction perspective, the nature of the postings was re-interpreted and showed 

a dramatically different picture of the lurking learners”. (Chen and Chang 2011: 176) 

The dominant emphasis on the visible traffic in communities of practice has disguised the 

recognition of invisible learning effects. While lurkers remain quiet most of the time it should 

no longer be neglected that they learn. To be clear, I am not arguing that they are learning 

more than posters, rather I want to highlight that there are a variety of different ways to learn 

in a community of practice – lurking is one of them.  

7.3  Benefits of lurking  

In this last section I am showing two theoretical constructions of how lurking can be 

beneficial not only on an individual but also on a group or organizational level. The notion of 

transactive memory system, coined by Wegner in 1987, is a socio-cognitive structure through 

which a group collectively stores and retrieves knowledge. Beside their own knowledge group 

members know the other members’ expertise. In other words, they know who knows what. A 

so called “metamemory” allows members to be aware of their group members’ expertise 

(Wegner 1987). So, the transactive memory system provides the awareness of what 

knowledge is available for retrieval in the group.  

Members, who read posts of other members, share the same transactive memory system, 

because they gain an awareness of what is known by the others. They gain this awareness by 
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listening and learning, the two described actions above. In this way, lurkers help to build a 

knowledge-holding system that spans wider than either of the individual’s own memory 

systems. In Wegner’s words, “the transactive memory system, in short, is more than its 

individual component systems” (Wegner 1987: 190). In light of the transactive memory 

system, people who read posts in the community function as “knowledge retrievers”. 

Reinhardt et al. develop a “typology of knowledge worker roles” and define a retriever as a 

person who searches and collects information on a certain topic (Reinhardt et al. 2011: 160). 

While lurkers might not have required knowledge stored in their own memory, they know 

who has access to required information. Lurkers can, so to speak, be used as a knowledge 

search engine in the corporation. But a prerequisite for that is that organizations learn how to 

best exploit the value of listeners as a knowledge retrieval system.  

Another theoretical concept that can be applied to illustrate the added value through listening 

is social capital theory. Social capital theory argues for the intangible value that social 

networks create through durable human relationships (Bourdieu 1986, cited in Nahapiet and 

Ghoshal 1998). In terms of communities of practice, it can be argued, that posters increase 

online social capital of a community by sharing their knowledge online. Listeners, who 

absorb the knowledge and apply and propagate information outside the community, enhance 

its value in the outside.  

In sum, I argue that lurking in the sense of listening and learning has a value for the 

organization as a whole because it helps to retrieve, apply, and propagate information existing 

in the organization’s knowledge system.  
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8 Conclusion 

The term lurking is widely used to describe a certain behavior in online communities of 

practice. Reading other members’ posts without actively contributing is called lurking. But, 

the term ‘lurking’ suffers strongly from its negative connotation. More specifically, the term 

lurking is used by scholars to characterize a reluctance to contribute actively and lurkers are 

thus low-valued and managers try to convert them into active members. In my thesis I have 

argued that the term lurking, how it is mostly used, is too simplistic. I have developed a 

constructionist understanding of the concept, with the specific intent of illustrating how 

lurking can be understood as a practice of listening and learning. With the two new metaphors 

in mind I will now answer the research questions:  

• What is lurking in communities of practice?  

• What are costs and benefits of lurking in communities of practice? 

In order to explore what lurking in communities of practice actually is, I have built on 

Wenger’s concept of communities of practice. According to Wenger (1998a) communities of 

practice are groups of people that share a practice and learn how to improve this practice as 

they interact. Most researchers take Wenger’s definition very strictly and focus only on the 

visible interaction in communities. Visible interaction is measureable in terms of entries that 

are posted in online community discussion forums. The visible interaction is taken as main 

indicator to assess the community’s success: High traffic rates indicate a successful 

community. The focus on participant’s visible behavior as led to an over-emphasis on active 

participation and to a stigmatization of silent participants as lurkers. I have elaborated on the 

fact that the term lurker is often used to describe a group of participants that is perceived as 

having no value for the community.  

By illuminating the problems with the current concept of lurking I have demonstrated the 

need for rethinking and reframing the concept. Scholars have been ambiguous and biased 
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toward lurking and hence, have failed to see the hidden benefits of lurking. I contribute to the 

framing of lurking by developing alternative metaphors that allow for a more holistic and 

accurate view on lurking. With the reconstruction of lurking as listening and learning I have 

shown that there are possible alternative frameworks that can help to re-conceptualize lurking 

as a valuable and necessary form of participation in communities of practice.  

In my thesis I argue that viewing lurking in light of what people actually do while they lurk 

provides a better opportunity to unravel the term from its inherent negative connotation. 

Listening and learning both are a product of active participation. My findings suggest that it is 

useful to apply Goffman’s metaphor of dramaturgy to analyze forms of participation in 

communities of practice. The application of stage, backstage and audience metaphors in my 

thesis advises rethinking the pure distinction between active and passive members. The 

discovery of the two alternative metaphors of listening and learning shows the value of also 

focusing on the audience rather than only viewing the speaking members on stage. By 

focusing on the “silent” (Nonnecke and Preece 2000) I was able to show how lurking can be 

beneficial not only for an individual but also for the group. For illuminating the value is it 

necessary to overcome the tendency to study only visible online participation. Rather, 

including offline settings that are invisible on the community surface would lead to more 

holistic insights in communities of practice. For instance, taking a look from the transactive 

memory systems theory makes it possible to see how listening and learning members add 

value to the community as they function as knowledge retrievers for the organization.  

The theoretical concepts of my thesis have four implications for theory and practice. Firstly, 

scholars and practitioners should deny the taken-for-granted assumption that counting the 

number of posts per member accurately reflects the participants’ value for the community. 

Rather, moving beyond this assumption requires acknowledging that members who are 

listening are highly committed although their engagement does not leave visible traces online. 

When participants apply the knowledge they have required in their daily jobs their 

engagement is very high and valuable because they spread the practice. Secondly, community 

designers and managers should ensure that they create a community design that allows for 

active listening and learning. Those who prefer invisible and non-public settings should be 

able to participate under these conditions. Thirdly, scholars and practitioners must 

acknowledge that when they describe a role based on a member’s behavior exhibited in one 

community setting it can only be seen as providing limited use. Instead, viewing roles in 

relationship to boundary spanning of knowledge brokering activities across communities 
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provides a better understanding of the nature and value of the role (Cranefield et al. 2011). A 

member who is quietly listening in one community might be a key speaker in another. 

Fourthly, especially in light of the increasing quantity of online communities the offline 

environment should not be underestimated. A community is visible with its online setting, but 

members engage with it in the offline world as well. Scholars and practitioners alike should 

thus recognize that offline settings are also community spaces where members approach other 

members for discussion.    

8.1 Limitations 

Every decision on how to conduct research, excludes alternative ways on how to approach 

and analyze a research phenomenon. Thus, the validity and reliability of my synthesis is 

influenced by the limitations inherent in the research design. The main limitations of this 

research lie in the nature of the research method and are discussed now.  

As meta-analysis uses secondary data as source of research the quality of the analysis can 

only be as valid and reliable as the primary studies are. In other words, meta-analysis does not 

overcome weaknesses inherent in the primary studies and consequently, a soundly conducted 

meta-analysis of badly designed studies still yields weak research results. While conducting 

meta-analysis I had only access to what is published by the authors. Only few scholars 

provided access to their questionnaires or interview questions. Being aware of this drawback I 

carefully selected the sample with assessment on rigor and quality of the sample studies. 

However, I can only assess what the scholars made public. A major limitation of my research 

is hence that it relies on existing research rather than on primary collected data.  

Further, meta-analysis is an interpretation of other researchers’ interpretations. As a matter of 

fact subjectivity is involved. First, there are the original authors who are subjective about their 

hypotheses, selected methodologies, and interpretation of their findings. Second, I interpreted 

and reinterpreted the authors’ conclusions in my meta-analysis. It is argued that subjectivity 

prevents authors from finding the objective truth. However, I argue that there is no such thing 

as the objective truth. As mentioned in chapter four of my thesis I follow a constructionist 

research approach that is suitable to unravel the current conceptualization of lurking. I am 

striving for high transparency during my data collection and analysis in order to raise 

reliability of my research.   
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Another limitation is the relatively small sample size. Out of 60 articles initially found 

through extensive literature search only six articles met the rigor criteria and employed 

Wenger’s concept of communities of practice (see chapter three). Due to this small number of 

sample studies some themes and theories raised by participants or scholars are merely based 

on one or two studies (see chapter five). This limitation highlights the need for further 

consideration and possible revision of the identified themes and constructs that are poorly 

supported by the sample.  

Since this meta-analysis is part of a master’s thesis I conducted the research alone. Especially, 

for the examination of recurring themes a second researcher could have raised the quality of 

analysis. 

8.2 Future Work 

My thesis is theoretical in nature and has examined the current concept of lurking and 

contributed to the body of research with two alternative framings of lurking that allow for an 

alternative perspective. Albeit listening and learning activities are hard to measure they have 

value for the community of practice and it is thus worth to study them more in depth. Finding 

appropriate metrics to measure could be the task of future work. Empirical primary studies 

could then evaluate in how far members add value to the community by listening and 

learning. An example for this approach is the study of Chen and Chang (2011) who 

investigate how knowledge is co-constructed by posters and lurkers. However, they still focus 

on visible online participation and fail to provide metrics that capture offline participation. In 

my eyes it would be very useful to engage in observation and in-depth interviews in order to 

illuminate how members engage in listening and learning and how they visible/invisible and 

online/offline activities are intertwined.   

Past research has often focused on the context of one community of practice. But in fact, 

people are engaged in more than only one community at a time. In future studies, researcher 

should take into consideration that members engage in an ecosystem of various communities. 

In most cases a member of one community is very likely also a member in another. His 

participation modes might be highly different. So, in order to illuminate his listening and 

speaking patterns it would be useful to study one member in various communities.  
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Appendix  

Executive Summary 

The idea of communities of practice draws much attention among scholars and practitioners. 

Communities are regarded as successful tools for leveraging knowledge transfer and learning 

in organizations. They can exist virtually, such as online discussion boards, or in real life, 

such as in physical meetings and conferences. The core idea of communities of practice is that 

members can share, discuss, and generate new knowledge through communication with each 

other and thus enhance their productivity at the workplace. In this thesis I focus on the group 

of peripheral members, called lurkers, and investigate costs and benefits associated with 

lurking.  

I provide a literature review on communities of practice and knowledge management. I 

review the concept of knowledge to understand the underlying theory and I define what are 

communities of practice in the context of knowledge management. Based on this, I delineate 

the importance of communities of practice as tools of knowledge work in the organizational 

context. Further, I define lurking, which is the core phenomenon of this thesis. A review of 

Wenger’s seminal work on legitimate peripheral participation serves as an important 

theoretical underpinning of this thesis. I evaluate methodological choices made in this thesis 

to conduct research and illustrate the potential of qualitative meta-analysis to provide a sound 

basis for my research while highlighting the strength and weaknesses of latter. The entire 

research process of data collection techniques, selection criteria, and analytical approach is 

rendered transparent and comprehensible. Meta-analysis in my thesis is based on six studies 

on lurking in communities of practice. I first describe and then critically assess the quality and 

rigor of the studies included in my sample. The findings of meta-analysis are discussed in 

depth. Analysis is structured around two levels, namely meta-data analysis and meta-theory. 

In meta-data analysis, I discuss the data provided directly by the participants of the original 

studies. In meta-theory, I elaborate on the authors’ underpinning theoretical assumptions and 
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explanations. Doing so, I first illuminate lurking from a practical and rather personal angle 

and then illustrate the underlying theoretical assumptions.  

In the meta-synthesis the findings from the literature review and analysis section are 

synthesized and I provide a reconstruction of the term lurking. It is argued that lurking is a 

biased and ambiguous concept and therefore difficult to manage for scholars and 

practitioners. There is a negative underlying assumption toward lurking that hides valuable 

benefits generated through lurking. Drawing from a literature review and a meta-synthesis, it 

is suggested that lurking is a form of participation that can be reconstructed as listening and 

learning. By drawing on the reconstruction of lurking, hidden benefits can be illuminated and 

lurking is can be recognized as a valuable form of participation. 
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