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Summary 
 
Altruism can be seen as one of the more unconventional topics in business, sometimes it is even seen as 
the complete opposite of commerce. As the original organisational boundaries and assumptions are 
fading, leaving the structure of departments and hierarchies, they give way to the new order of 
networks. With that change it is time that the prejudice that only soft and weak people resort to 
altruism, is also revised. It could indeed enrich the present idea of business, especially in a world where 
everybody is personally connected through several networks and communities, in a world where senior 
managers help others with their experience and knowledge through invisible guru-platforms and 
discussion groups.  
 
In this thesis the definition for altruism is set as:  
The Altruistic act has the intention to benefit (or do good to) another, which is initiated voluntarily by 
the actor and which is performed in its own end1.  
 
The basic part of this altruistic notion is not so much the fact one does not gain from the action, but the 
fact the actor takes note of the other. As the Etymology states: Altruism comes from the French 
Altruisme, from autrui: other (people). To this extent the theory of Altruism can add to the 
optimisation of the information exchange in groups, in Communities. It can facilitate and improve this 
extended form of co-operation between people. By motivating the thinking out of the other instead of 
thinking about the other from one’s own viewpoint and model. This needs a more complex and 
balanced exchange platform to interact the different thinking models between all parties. Research on 
this more complex form of interaction and exchange might help solve the problems in present virtual 
communities, improve the quality of communication and reduce costs through efficiency of contact. 
 
In short the general problem in this research can be stated by this one general question: Does Altruism 
exist in the Virtual environment and how could this theory benefit the Virtual community? Therefore 
the main objective for this study will be to get an insight into the concepts of Altruism in virtual 
communities, to find the indicators for appearance of Altruism in the virtual environment and to test 
these indicators in a real life setting. 
 
Hence this thesis consists of five sections. The first one discusses the literature on the subjects of 
Altruism and virtual communities, resulting in the concepts of both described in the second section. In 
the third section the research model is discussed the three combining subjects of the central culture, the 
hierarchy and ICT infrastructure and the identity in the virtual community. The fourth section describes 
a case study done at the Virtual Helix community, which after analysis according leads to the 
conclusions and research suggestions in the final fifth section.  
 
After all that research it turns out: 
 
In the end people will stay people, in the real world as well as in the virtual one.  
The social structure among the members is what drives them initially. Therefore a view from the social 
sciences has proven to be very useful.  
 
This dynamic social structure is built on the trust among people, facilitated by systems of personal 
reference and introduction by a third party. The virtual world is just a new and easier way to 
interact, and it is within that way of interaction the added value of the virtual environment can be 
found. As interaction is easy, fast and cheap it is ideal for helping others.  
The best media or structure to support the social interaction is through fast, accessible and highly 
interactive media. Even if this quality for complexity of the infrastructure and media is not what 
drives the people, it enhances and accelerates the execution of social exchange.   
 
Eventually identity turns out to be the strongest link between the virtual world and altruism. 
Reputation and long-term perception is what altruism can add to the theory on virtual communities. 
With a persistent identity and positive reputation enforced by reference any individual can flourish in 
the virtual world. Who knows, with the extreme fast changes in the virtual world, the long-term effects 
of altruistic actions might bring a return to the actor faster than isn’t expected… 

                                                             
1 Leeds (1963) 
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Preface 
 
In this thesis I have tried to figure out the true motivation behind the activity of helping among people. Altruism 
has been around ever since the beginning of civilisation, since man wouldn’t stop till all enemies were 
slaughtered and instead chose to enslave or spare them.  
After running into the helping environment in the Linux community, I was surprised to find such a thing in the 
virtual world, together with a little imagination the idea of this thesis was born.  
 
However altruism has been around in people, the way it was treated by the general public has changed over the 
years, as states the quotation one of the Fables of la Fontaine of 1842.  
 

 
  
 
The next step into the virtual world may show this still applies, then again may be it has indeed vanished and has 
been replaced by greed for pure profit as many have warned me.  

 
 

 
LIVRE III 
FABLE IX. 

 
 

LE LOUP ET LA CIGOGNE 
 

Les loups mangent gloutonnement. 
Un loup donc, étant de frairie, 
Se pressa, dit-on, tellement 
Qu’il en pensa perdre la vie : 

Un os lui demeura bien avant au gosier.  
De bonheur pour ce loup, qui ne pouvoit crier,  
 Près de là passe une cigogne.  
 Il lui fait signe ; elle accourt.  
Voilà l’opératrice aussitôt en besogne.  
Elle retira l’os ; puis, pour un si bon tour,  
 Elle demanda son salaire.  
 Votre salaire ! dit le loup : 
 Vous riez, ma bonne commèrce ! 
 Quoi ! ce n’est pas encor beaucoup 
D’avoir de mon gosier retiré votre cou  ? 
 Allez, vous êtes une ingrate: 
 Ne tombez jamais sous ma patte ! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

La Fontaine. 
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1 Introduction 
 
The purpose for research in this subject can be found within its history and context. 
The subject of this thesis can be distinguished into two different parts, into the aspect of the virtual environment 
and the appearance of altruism itself.   
 
Altruism can be seen as one of the more unconventional topics in business, sometimes it is even seen as the 
enemy of commerce. The original boundaries and assumptions are fading, leaving the structure of departments 
and hierarchies to give way to the new order of networks. At this time many have the prejudice that only soft and 
weak people resort to altruism, through study this can be revised. It could indeed enrich the present idea of 
business, especially in a world where everybody is personally connected through several networks and 
communities, in a world where senior managers help others with their experience and knowledge through 
invisible expert platforms and discussion groups.  
 
In the ever-changing world around us the virtual world is one of the most dynamic. The weakening importance 
of geographic position and the change in the use of identity have their influence on the communication in these 
virtual communities.  
 
It is built on world-wide networks on glass-fiber optic cables, routers, servers and PC’s, over which different 
computer- and human languages are used around the world. This world is built and maintained by many different 
specialists of many different fields. But most of them have a technological and technical background.  
 
In the beginning the Internet was mainly used by the department of Defence in the USA2, and Universities, using 
the Net to disperse specialised data and information. As the computers got more advanced, so did the 
possibilities of the Internet, as the different languages changed the face of interaction.   
 
As more and more people around the world join this ‘network in the sky’, more and more people with different 
backgrounds will start to use this network. Using their own language and ways of interaction with each other. It 
is no longer the ICT that trains the user, it is the human that trains the Net.  
This brings along the problem that in the old mainstream software less or little attention is given to the social 
aspect of the system. Even though this is changing quickly, only rarely a tool is built for human beings instead of 
a ‘user’. A tool could cater to the specific social needs of people instead of to the technical needs among a group 
of users. This is even further enhanced by the trend of ‘chain inversion’, making customers more demanding 
and open to manufacturers about their wishes. 
 
In contrast to this technology issue, the subject of altruism describes the other end of the spectrum, the role of the 
extreme in social need in people. Explaining the human and moral issues of unselfishness and helpfulness among 
people in social structures might turn out to be useful in the future. 
 
In this research the social mechanism of altruism is researched in the technological environment of the virtual 
community. The link between the appearance of altruism and virtual communities will be researched through the 
use three main issues: the central culture and values; the hierarchy and ICT infrastructure; and the use if identity.  
The overall problem in this research can be found in the integration of social mechanisms and technology.  
To what extent the social structures have an impact on technological world is the main question asked.  

                                                             
2 (D)ARPA net, Raymond (1999), p.5-26. 



THE RESEARCH STRUCTURE  

9 

2 The Research Structure 
 

2.1 Introduction 
In this chapter the complete structure and methodology of this study will be explained.  
The following questions will be addressed in this section.  
 

- Why is it necessary?    (research problem) 
- What is the goal of it?   (research objectives) 
- How will it be researched?   (research framework) 
- What questions will it answer?  (research questions) 
- How will it be carried out?  (methodology) 
- How will it be reported?  (structure) 

 
 

2.2 Research Problem 
The reason for this research can be found in several problems that appear in communities today, which might be 
solved with a better understanding of the social background of altruism.  
 
Virtual Community Problems 
The main problems that can be found in present communities are the following: 
• Information overload (too much information) 
In many communities the amount of information entered in the community can take on such large proportions. 
The moderation and organisation of the flow of that information can therefore be a heavy task.  
• Lack of tacit knowledge (wrong information) 
Apart from an overflow of information, there can also be a shortage of the right information in a community. The 
exchange of tacit information for instance is always difficult to initiate, while less useful data can be redundant. 
• Information power 
Having scarce information can result in obstruction of information sharing. When this information gives the 
owner power over others it will not motivate the owner to distribute it to others. This can result in Power-hubs 
restricting the information flow throughout the community.  
• Islands of information 
The clustering of information and discussions can lead to the existence of separate parts within a community, 
which no longer share or interact with each other. The exchange of useful information from one group to another 
may cease, causing information shortage in one end and redundancy in the other. 
• Tunnel vision /’over’focussing 
Over concentration of subjects and views can also appear in Communities. One strong notion is passed on 
through the ranks, dismissing any new innovative ideas in advance. Innovation will be slowed down and 
diversity abolished. 
• Drainage of creativity and diversity 
As the former point noted the over concentration can induce a general culture against creativity and diversity in 
the Community. Once this culture is instated it is very hard to re-enter new ideas and views in the group without 
being thrown out or flamed. 
• Difficulty acquiring genuine dialogue between users 
As last problem a Community can end up a large bin of people’s knowledge and general information, stripped 
from innovative dialogue and discussion. Activity or life of this Community gets heavy and crowded with 
everybody talking and nobody listening and reacting. 
 
Problem Analysis 
All these problems are in someway interrelated. The disappearance of creativity and diversity can obstruct 
genuine dialogue, while that same shortage in dialogue can cause an overload of useless information. The full 
scale of the interactions between these problems can be extremely complex and hard to fully grasp.  
But there is one basic problem, which can be linked to all the problems shown above.  
This is the problem of complete exchange of information, the full interactivity between two or more parties, 
within or between groups.  
Usually the exchange in a commercial environment is based on profit and costs, preferably as much of the first 
and least of the latter as possible. This equation is always based on the reference and scope of the active party. 
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All parties make their objectives and wishes known to the others, and the most profitable solution to all parties 
is chosen.  
In this form the interaction is based on a short or long-term reciprocal gain for all parties, in the form of profit vs. 
costs. Here Synergy is created through achieving the best possible compromise in objectives for all parties, 
calculated in profits and losses. 
 
Full interaction between all parties will Therefore never be complete or optimal while all parties still act and 
think form their own separate personal models and motivation.  
This difference in thinking models and reference is the basis for the existence of useless and false information 
within a community, bringing high moderation costs and information overload. Also the existence of information 
Islands can be related back to the difficulty of thinking out of ones own model. Once fitted and assimilated to the 
model, new and anarchistic views and ideas will be filtered out or ignored, based on the fact is it is not within the 
scope of the system. This is the source of the drainage of creativity and diversity in groups. Traditionally the 
theory of Us vs. Them… 
 
Solution in Altruism 
So how can Altruism be of any help in this situation? You might ask. 
Most people will think of Altruism as weak and unprofitable, a motivation of volunteers with nothing better to 
do. The theoretical definition however gives the following basis: 
 
The Altruistic act has the intention to benefit (or do good to) another, which is initiated voluntarily by the actor 
and which is performed in its own end3.  
 
The basic part of this altruistic notion is not so much the fact one does not gain from the action, but the fact the 
actor takes note of the other. 
 As the Etymology states: Altruism comes from the French Altruisme, from autrui: other (people). 
 
So from this background one can understand that to really help the other, one person thinks from the perspective 
and situation of the other, and not only the objectives alone. Also the (often tacit) thinking model and reference 
of the other will be taken into account, even the values and norms, the history and identity of the other are of 
influence to the fact of ‘doing good’ to the other’s views. 
 
To this extent the theory of Altruism can add to the optimisation of the information exchange in groups, in 
Communities. It can facilitate and improve this extended form of co-operation between people. By motivating 
the thinking out of the other instead of thinking about the other from one’s own viewpoint and model. This needs 
a more complex and balanced exchange platform to interact the different thinking models between all parties. 
Research on this more complex form of interaction and exchange might help solving the problems in present 
Communities, improving the quality of communications on short and long term and reduce costs through 
efficiency of contact. 
 
In short the general problem in this research can be stated by this one general question: 
 
Does Altruism exist in the Virtual environment and how could this theory benefit the Virtual community?  
 
 

2.3 Research Objectives 
This question directly leads to the research objectives of this thesis. 
In one sentence the objective for this study is 
 
to get insight in concepts of altruism in virtual communities, to find the indicators for appearance of altruism in 
the virtual environment and to test these indicators in a real life setting. 
 
This means that the general objective of this study is of an explorative nature, mainly to get insight in the 
combination of the theory from a social and a technological field. Secondly these indicators will be researched in 
reality, to supply the research with a link to the practical field of communities.  
 

                                                             
3 Leeds (1963) 
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In general this objective has four parts, first the exploration of altruism and the virtual community independently, 
leading to set concepts of both subjects, thirdly the synthesis of a model out of the combination of the two 
concepts, and finally the practical testing of this model in an existing community.  
 
The objective of the first step is to get insight in the different literature on both subjects.  
The second part aims to give a clear view on the concepts used in this thesis. While the model combines both 
concepts together, making it possible to see in the practical case research whether the combination of both 
theories is indeed useful in practice.  
 
The contents of these steps can be found in the Framework given in the following paragraph.  
 
 

2.4 Research Overview 
This overview is the basis can be seen as the map to the entire research. It explains the general construction of 
this thesis and explains the five different phases of the process. 
 

 
Figure 2.1 Research Overview  
 
Phase I Literary Research  
In present literature the relationship between the social community and the appearance of Altruism has been 
widely researched. Research on the virtual community is gradually increasing. But the existence of Altruism in 
this new virtual environment however is not to clear and still severely discussed among experts. The indicators 
supporting that appearance are not easily found in any research. Therefore the combination of theories from both 
fields is challenging, due to the different backgrounds and perspectives.   
 
Research on the subject of altruism is done mainly through research on sociological and biological theory, 
combined with philosophical readings necessary for the general basic insight in the subject.   
At the same time more practical and technical literature is used for the research on the virtual community. 
This part will therefore deliver an overview of the literature found on both subjects.  
 
Phase II Theoretical Analysis  
Both of these literary explorations will be used form the concepts of both subjects, which will be used 
throughout this entire thesis. From this literature the definition of both subjects are collected, to define one of 
each subject. Also the types and further important theory on each concept will be researched and explained. Thus 
resulting in the complete picture of the two basic concepts used in this thesis.  
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Phase III Research model synthesis 
After defining the basic concepts of Altruism and the virtual community, the two will be combined into one 
Research model, based on the three coinciding themes found in the earlier research of culture, hierarchy & 
infrastructure and identity. This Research model lays out the basis of interaction between the two subjects and 
therefore enables practical research on the frontier between both subjects. To this model the case methodology 
will be added as the link between the practical and theoretical parts of the thesis.  
 
Phase IV Empirical Research and Case Analysis 
This phase consists of two parts.  
First research will be done in an existing virtual community, using the information found though interviews with 
members and founders of the community and research of written documents from and about the community.  
Secondly this information will be analysed according to the model, created in phase III. As a result of this 
discussion and analysis conclusions can be made about the three research issues, and whether and in what way 
they facilitate the appearance of altruism in the existing community.  
 
Phase V Conclusions  
In this last phase the conclusions of the entire research will be discussed. Together with the research model and 
the case methodology the propositions and hypotheses will be tested and answered. This way the limitations of 
the theory and the limitations of the case itself will be shown, leading to suggestions for further research.  
 
 

2.5 Research Questions 
In each of these four phases given in section 2.4 different questions will need to be answered, together with the 
overall research questions.  
The overall question consists of two parts:  
 
1.  How does Altruism appear in the virtual community? 

and 
2.  How does Altruism influence the process in virtual communities?  
 
In phase I and II the following sub-questions will be answered:  
 

- What is altruism? 
- What is the definition of altruism? 
- What types of altruism are there?  
- How does altruism appear?  
- What are the specific themes and characteristics of altruism? 
 

- What is a virtual community?  
- What is a community?  
- What does virtual mean? 
- What is the definition of a virtual community?  
- What types of virtual communities are there?  
- What are the specific themes and characteristics of a virtual community? 

 
 In phase III questions about the relationship between the two will be answered, thus answering the two overall 
questions on a theoretical basis: 
 

- How does Altruism appear in the virtual environment? (theoretically)  
- Which themes are of importance?  
- How do they overlap between the two subjects? 
 

- How does Altruism improve or support the process in virtual communities? (theoretically) 
- What problems could be solved? 

 
In phase IV, the theoretical answers are backed up with answers from practical experience, thus answering  
 

- How does Altruism appear in the virtual environment? (practically)  
- Does altruism appear in the virtual community?  
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- What types of altruism appear? 
 

- How does Altruism improve or support the process in virtual communities? (practically) 
- What problems are solved?  
- How did the use of the themes influence this?  

 
In phase V eventually the conclusion of all these questions and answers will be given.  
 

2.6 Methodology 
As mentioned in section 2.3 the first part (phase I, II&III) of the study is of an explorative nature, practically 
tested with a second part (phase IV) consisting of a practical case, leading to conclusions in the last phase. (phase 
V) 
 
The methodology of the first part is based on the fact that current research between the various existing theories 
on altruism and the virtual community is thin. As mentioned earlier on the subject of altruism the emphasis was 
in the fields of sociology, biology with a basis of philosophy, while virtual communities are more related to the 
fields of social community theory, technology and more practical of origin. 
 
In order to develop a new model to bring them together, the first part the study is purely theoretical, exploring 
the knowledge from different authors and disciplines on these two subjects.  
Hence, research in this part is limited to the exploration of the existing literature. The literature consists of books, 
academic and business journals, on-line academic and business journals, as well as on-line publications. Note 
that the on-line publications, are only used to support arguments from the other original literature. 
 
Although research has been limited to the existing literature, insights from the literature have been reflected in 
several informal meetings with various individuals. These meetings included academic scholars, business 
professionals, and individuals who were held in virtual communities or at seminars; they have indirectly shaped 
and influenced the ideas and arguments used in this thesis. Finally personal experience from participation in 
communities was used to backup the experience of others who were interviewed. 
 
In the second part the model resulting from the first part will be compared to empirical information form an 
existing virtual community.   
To research the a complex phenomenon like altruism in virtual communities, the model will have to be explored 
on a deeper level, in order to make useful conclusions and recommendations. The use of quantitative research 
methods based on figures and a large amount of cases will not bring the required depth for this subject.  
Therefore qualitative research methods will be used. With the use of an in-depth case study the entire structure 
according to the model. In this empirical research information will be gathered through interviews with the users 
and the initiators of the community, together with documented interviews found in the community. Also project 
information from the building of the community will be collected and researched 
In this case some comparisons were be made with other examples from other cases. 
 
 

2.7 Structure of the thesis 
The structure of the thesis follows the Research model closely. Hence, it consists of four sections and an 
epilogue. Each section will have a separate introduction to present its objective, questions and chapters. It also 
contains the basic information needed to understand that section, so that you can start reading at any section you 
like. Furthermore, each theory chapter will end with the Key Issues of that chapter, presented in short notes and 
with a reference to the paragraphs, which discussed that particular note. 
 
Section I: The literary exploration 
The first section of the thesis will focus on giving a basis on the literature on the altruism and virtual 
communities.  
Chapter 3 will explore the theme of altruism in different fields of research, explaining the different paradoxes 
and paradigms surrounding the subject.Chapter 4 will draw an analogy with the term ‘community’ itself, and 
combine it with insights of the term ‘virtual’ to present a basic understanding of the term virtual community.  
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Section II: The concepts of altruism and virtual communities 
In this section the full concepts altruism and the virtual community will be set as a standard for the rest of this 
research. In chapter 5 altruism will be broken down into a complete and clear definition as will be used in this 
thesis. Also theory on the different types will be added to get an impression what types of altruistic act exist. 
A comparable content will be supplied of the concept of the virtual community in the sixth chapter.  
 
Section III: The Research model 
Section III builds further on these concepts of altruism and the virtual community to develop the Research 
model. In chapter the important issues of culture, hierarchy & infrastructure and identity will be explored. In 
chapter 8 all concepts will be combined into the research model and hypotheses. Together with the case 
methodology in chapter 9, the theoretical part of the thesis will be closed off. 
 
Section IV: The Empirical research and Case Analysis 
The last section describes the empirical test of the research model.  
In chapter 10 the empirical evidence will be reported. Experiences from the interviews and information found in 
community are organised and explained.  
In chapter 11 this case information will be discussed and analysed with the use of the hypotheses of section III 
and analysed according to the three specified themes. Displaying the extent in which these themes are of 
influence on the virtual community.  
 
Section V: Conclusions 
As the title of this section indicates, it consists of the conclusions of the case study. In chapter 12, a summary of 
the theory and propositions of this research and discuss the theoretical and practical limitations will be given. 
Eventually leading to the discussion of the conclusions and possibilities for further research.  
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I Literature study on Altruism 
and the Virtual Community 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Beware of altruism. It is based on self-deception, the root of all evil.”  
 

From the notebooks of Lazarus Long  
 
As this quotation shows altruism is a controversial topic. Where many see it as a basic part of civilisation, in 
other people’s view it is one of the worst types of immoral deception. Therefore the discussions and paradoxes 
surrounding it will be of interest to this thesis, before coming to the final concept.  
Chapter 3 will explain these views and paradoxes.  
In the exploration of literature the different perceptions and views are used to explain the basis of this subject. 
Still many definitions exist, constructed by scholars from different fields. For example the largest difference 
exists between the views of the sociology and psychology researchers, seeing the human being with more that 
basic motivations and able of thought. Whereas biologists relate altruistic theory back to the basic thought of 
survival of the self and the species.  
 
 
“Small communities grow great through harmony, great ones fall to pieces through discord.”  
 

Gaius Sallustius Crispus (c. 86–35/34 BC) 
 
The same can be said about the term ‘community’. The boundaries and content of this subject, especially in a 
virtual environment can be viewed from different fields of science.  
Chapter 4 will draw an analogy with the term ‘community’ itself, and combine it with insights of the term 
‘virtual’ to present a basic understanding of the term virtual community. 
 
 

I II III IV V 
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3 Literary Exploration on Altruism 
 

3.1 Introduction 
Chapter 2 contained a description of the structure of this thesis and research. This chapter will report the literary 
explorations on the subjects of altruism and virtual communities.   
 
In general life altruism is considered as a vague concept related to charity, unselfishness and even socialism. A 
clear idea of the concept is hard to find. The simplest way to describe the phenomenon would be to look it up in 
the dictionary4. 
 
 
al·tru·ism 
Pronunciation: 'al-tru-"i-z&m 
Etymology: French Altruisme, from autrui other people, from Old French, oblique case form of autre other, from Latin alter 
Date: 1853 
1 : unselfish regard for or devotion to the welfare of others 
2 : behaviour by an animal that is not beneficial to or may be harmful to itself but that benefits others of its species  
 
 
But with a complex phenomenon like altruism this will not suffice.  
In literature many different views of researchers on altruism can be found, explaining the existence and content 
in contradicting ways.  
Some even say it doesn’t exist, while others profess the existence but as an indirect form of egoism, it’s 
antitheses. From every perspective just arguments are found to believe in the existence or non-existence of the 
phenomenon of altruism. So in order to understand the full concept of altruism one needs to build a reference 
and view on all the basic concepts around altruism. 
So most important in these opinions is the perspective used for the explanation. The three main perspectives are 
discussed in the first paragraph. While the three main paradoxes within these perspectives are explained in the 
paragraph following. 
 
 

3.2 Three perspectives  
Before being able to understand the phenomenon of altruism, first a general understanding of the perspective on 
people will have to be set. People and their motivations have been studied for centuries. Based on the ‘rational 
choice theory’ M. Archer views humans from three distinct layers in the perspective.  
In rational choice theory, “man5 has leant heavily upon his instrumental rationality. Whatever goals he 
cherishes, egoistic or altruistic, and whatever constraints he encounters in realizing them his means-ends 
calculus is that of the economic man. The trouble is that he lacks substantive rationality. … .The provisos all 
adjectival: preferences must be fixed, transitive, complete and informed.”6. This is the basis for the Homo 
Economicus, describing man as a calculative creature, based on preferences.  
This ‘rational man’ can not be detached from his social context. It is this social context which influences his 
decision making, by interfering in the formation of these preferences. The second type can therefore be stated as 
the Homo Sociologicus.  Which does relate to deeper values and feelings of belonging through comparison with 
others, instead of the simple comparison based on personal reward or profit. 
However it is maintained that no compromise can be made between the two, based on the ends to which both of 
them strive. Where the Homo Economicus works to his own happiness, the Homo Sociologicus also takes the 
others in this context into account.  
Third the perspective of the Homo Sentiens adds to this even more, combining deeper moral issues and 
emotions to the individual, making it possible to reflect morally on the preference set. “This is a character who is 
capable of moral commitments and who has a reason for keeping them, which derives from his involvement to 
society.”7   
All these three perspectives comprise the ‘multiple self’8, which all have a part in forming the complete human 
presence. 
 

                                                             
4 http://www.webster.com/cgi-bin/dictionary 10-01-2001 
5 from the current Enlightenment thinking, using the term ‘man’ to specify humanity. 
6 Archer (2000) 
7 Archer (2000), p. 53. 
8 Elster (1988) 
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Analysis of three perspectives 
In present times the perspective of the Homo Economicus is well widely used. Turning ‘pleasures’ into 
‘preferences’, in order to turn unobservable human quality into observable and measurable behaviour.  
‘Preference has a positivistic respectability that pleasure lacks: we can tell what a person prefers by offering 
him a choice and seeing what he does.”9. 
In relation to altruism, working for no material gain, this perspective is too shallow.  
The perspective of the Homo Sociologicus however does take the others into account, but doesn’t aptly discuss 
the impact on the self of the person. In the case of the virtual community this social interest also applies among 
the members. 
But only with the third perspective of the Homo Sentiens, the complete picture of the ‘self’ can be comprised. 
Only then the moral issues behind the altruistic act can be shown and discussed. But this then also brings along 
the following problem: “When explaining particular decisions it is these moral commitments which supply the 
‘weights and measures’. Without knowledge about what emotionally moves people, we simply do not know what 
counts them as a cost or benefit, or how strongly it counts.”10  
And it is the researching of these emotional motivations which proves to be very difficult in practice.  
 
 

3.3 Paradoxes in Literature  
There are three major paradoxes in the possible kinds of Altruism.  
The first is the discussion between the existence of Self interest vs. unselfish motives; the second is the 
question between the Economical vs. the Moral form and third is the paradox between the Biological vs. the  
Social selection in Altruism.  
 
Self-interest vs. unselfishness 
The motivation of the actors serves as the background for the altruistic act itself.  
Three different views can be taken on this subject.  
According to Ayn Rand11 all Altruism can be related back to some form of Self-interest. The act performed by 
the actor for some receiver is done for a long-term reward for the actor in material or social form. This eventual 
social reward can be in the form of reputation and long-term reciprocity.  
The actor is motivated to do an act, which is costly to him or her without direct benefit, for the eventual reward 
in the long run, be it in material or social form. This view is further supported by Egoistic morality, the sense 
that it is a moral duty to pursue one’s own interests, see also Kant12 on his theory on the “duties to self”. 
Collard13 explains the motivation more refined by basing it on enlightened self-interest, reputation or status, 
reciprocity or implicit exchange and finally fear.  
 
The complete opposite of this is the ideological form of Altruism, described by Wilson14 as “self-destructive 
behaviour performed for the benefits of others”.  
From a psychological approach this form of Altruism is comparable to a form of pure helping behaviour, as 
described earlier in this chapter.  
 
In the middle of this paradox between self-interest and selfishness there is a third view, here the benefit for the 
environment or group around the actor are of importance.  
This is based on the fact that people work to improve the situation of the group or community they belong to. 
This is directed by the values and norms implanted in this social structure. As Elias15 described in the book 
‘Involvement and detachment’, the group around the individual initiates their impression of the ‘common good’ 
of the structure. People in the same group are approached and handled with the same set of values and norms, 
where people outside of the group are regarded as completely different and alien. 
 
Economical vs. moral Altruism 
Altruism can be seen from a Cost-Benefit perspective, with an economical background.  
But also from a social view; complete with morality, values and social norms.  
The basis of this view on the give-and-take principle can be found in the simplest definitions.  

                                                             
9 Gibbard (1986), p.167-8 
10 Archer (2000), p. 54-5 
11 Rand (1961) 
12 Kant, Ed. by H.H. Rudnick (1996) 
13 Collard (1978), p. 3 
14 Wilson (1975), p.3 
15 Elias (1987) 
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Midlardsky16 defined Altruism as: ‘a subcategory of aiding, referring to helpful actions which incur some cost to 
the individual but bring either very little or nothing by way of gain, relative to the magnitude of the investment.’ 
Collard17 explains that the true economical man is not capable of Altruism, ‘he is incapable of sympathy, 
benevolence or love. But he is also incapable of envy, malevolence and hatred. In short he is splendidly neutral 
to others.’  
 
The other extreme is the view on Altruism from an ethical background, basing the theory of altruism on moral, 
values and norms for the actor and the environment around her. Here there is no motivation out of reward, 
Altruism is a part of the moral and values in the social structure and the general notion of  ‘being good’.  
Examples of authors with this view are the following.  
Bryan & Test18 review Altruism as: ‘those acts wherein individuals share or sacrifice a presumed positive 
reinforcer for NO apparent social or material gain.’ 
Where Walster & Piliavin19 go even further by stating that ‘altruistic behaviour is generally thought of as 
behaviour that benefits another rather than the self’ – as something that is done ‘out of the goodness of one’s 
heart’  
 
Biological (kin) vs. Bio-social (non-kin) selection of Altruism  
The third paradox in Altruism is the difference between the biological aspect of survival vs. helping others. The 
distinct difference between the two kinds is the relationship between the giver and the recipient, where both 
involve some degree of kin-selection.  
 
N. Humpfrey20 explains that altruistic behaviour, where it is found in nature is commonly assumed to belong to 
one of two generically different types.  
First is a form of “Kin-selected altruism”, such as it occurs between blood relatives, e.g. a worker bee risking 
her life for her sister, or a human father protecting his child.  
The theoretical explanation for this related- or kin-type of altruism is given by W. Hamilton21 (1963). He 
showed how a gene that predisposes his carrier to help a close relative prosper in the population, and he provided 
the genetic relationship between the two individuals is such that the cost to the giver is more than made up for by 
the benefit to the recipient multiplied by the degree of relatedness.  
In formula:  CG < B*rR. 
 
The second is a form of “Reciprocal Altruism” occurring between non relatives who have entered into a social 
relationship of exchanging favours, e.g. a male monkey supporting another unrelated monkey in a fight over a 
female, or a bat with an excess of food offering it to an unrelated individual who is hungry. 
This second type can be explained by R. Trivers22, who showed how a gene that is  predisposed to help a like-
minded friend can also prosper, where the social relationship between the individuals is such that the costs to the 
giver are more than made up for by the benefits to be expected from the receiver to be received later on in 
exchange.  
In formula:  CG < BG.  
 
In conclusion the kin-selection is either based on the genetic similarity between the giver and recipient, or it is 
based on the behavioural relation between the two. 
 
Analysis of three paradoxes 
In short these three paradoxes each can be seen as a discussion of short vs. long term, perspective and similarity.  
The problem of thinking of short-term rewards and returns, is one not too useful for altruism. As altruism in 
general does not work for reward, Therefore the limit of the term should be set as long as possible, Therefore 
abandoning the idea of short term thinking.  
The second paradox of perspective is related to the discussion of perspectives earlier in this chapter. Only a full 
perspective, comprising of economical, social and moral principles will be useful for the research of altruism.  
Third the idea of similarity can be a subject of discussion around altruism. Will a person be more or less 
altruistic toward a kin? This remains to be seen in research.  

                                                             
16 Midlardsky (1968) 
17 Collard (1978), p.6 
18 Bryan & Test (1967) 
19 Walster & Piliavin (1972) 
20 Humpfrey, (1961) 
21 Hamilton (1963) 
22 Trivers (1971) 
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3.4 Summary Issues 
Conclusive three main issues ask for discussion, all related to these paradoxes and perspectives, mentioned in the 
paragraphs above.   
They are the Identity, culture and kinship among the people in a group.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 3.1 Issues Altruism 
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4 Literary exploration of the Virtual Community 
 
 

4.1 Introduction 
According to M. van den Boomen23 a random Internet search on the words ‘Virtual community’ on a search 
engine on the Internet gives interesting results. The first thing to strike you is the so-called information-overload, 
around forty million websites are presented under this specification.  
Compared to other well used words like ‘sex’, accountable for sixteen till thirty million hits (depends on the type 
of search-engine) and ‘travel’ and ‘women’ both with around thirty million, ‘community’ is does pretty well.  
This shows that the Internet is more than just an extended and electronic version of the yellow pages, it turns out 
to be a medium that represents and creates these Virtual communities.  
 
In order to deepen the understanding of the virtual community the comparison with the community from a social 
context will be made. The consequences for this social community in the different virtual environment will later 
add to this social view completing the concept of the virtual community.  
Therefore, this section will focus on the separate terms ‘community’ and ‘virtual’ to draw this analogy. Hence, 
the outline of the chapter will be as follows. 4.2 will examine perceptions of the term ‘community’. §4.3 will 
then discuss the ‘virtuality’. §4.4 will combine both terms and present the conclusion in which a first step is 
taken to understand the concept of the virtual community.  
 
 

4.2 Communities 
The simplest explanation of the word ‘community’ can be found in the Webster’s dictionary24: 
 
com·mu·ni·ty 
Pronunciation: k&-'myü-n&-tE 
Function: noun 
Inflected Form(s): plural -ties  
Etymology: Middle English comunete, from Middle French comuneté, from Latin communitat-, communitas, from communis 
Date: 14th century 
1 : a unified body of individuals: as a : state, commonwealth b : the people with common interests living in a particular area; 
broadly : the area itself <the problems of a large community> c : an interacting population of various kinds of individuals (as 
species) in a common location d : a group of people with a common characteristic or interest living together within a larger 
society <a community of retired persons> e : a group linked by a common policy f : a body of persons or nations having a 
common history or common social, economic, and political interests <the international community> g : a body of persons of 
common and especially professional interests scattered through a larger society <the academic community> 
2 : society at large 
3 a : joint ownership or participation <community of goods> b : common character : likeness <community of interests> c : 
social activity : fellowship d : a social state or condition. 
 

 
The basic characteristics of a community are simply pointed out by this description.  
It is a unified body, with an interacting population of various kinds of individuals; in a common location; linked 
by a common policy; a common history; a common social, economic and political interests; having a common 
character and is scattered through a larger society. 
 
What is interesting in this explanation is the change in interpretation. It starts out with the basic interpretation of 
a gathering of individuals. Then, immediately it expresses the characteristic of physical proximity: ‘the living in 
a particular area’. This essential bonding mechanism of sharing a specific location determines most of the other 
characteristics, because people who share a location normally develop special guidelines, i.e. the common policy 
how to interact with each other. Therefore, they build up a common history, and common social, economical, 
and political interests. These characteristics are also stressed by Jones who defines the community as “a 
collective of kinship networks which share a common geographic territory, a common history, and a shared 
value system, usually rooted in a common religion”25. But, then, in the last interpretations the characteristic of a 
shared location is not mentioned. It is even noted that the body of persons is scattered through a larger society. 
This change can be explained by three perceptions on communities, which are described by Ågren26. 
 

                                                             
23 Boomen, van den (2001) 
24 http://www.webster.com/cgi-bin/dictionary 10-01-2001 
25 Jones (1997) 
26 Ågren (2000) 
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Three perceptions of Community 
How do people perceive communities in general? How do they feel about this concept of communities? Ågren 
describes three perceptions on the concept of communities in the present era of new media and information 
technology.  
The three perceptions he describes are:  ‘community lost’;  

‘community saved’; and  
‘community liberated’.  

These perceptions show us how people in general perceive communities and explain the change in 
interpretations described above. 
 
Community lost 
‘Community lost’ advocates the non-existence of communities. All individuals are independent. Because of 
society changes, like urbanisation and bureaucracy, there is no fertile environment for communities to exist. In 
other words, there is no real need for a group or collective because individuals can survive on their own. 
Television, and radio has caused people to stay indoors loosing the connection to their surroundings and, 
somehow, have isolated them from what is called a community by the ‘community saved’ perception. In 
‘community lost’ only temporary formal organised meetings are possible. This perception corresponds to what 
Tönnies27 names ‘Gesellshaft’ in which relationships become contractual based due to individualism. 
 
Community saved 
In contrast, the ‘community saved’ perception implies that communities do exist and they are local and built on 
solidarity. Communities are based on family, friendship, or religious bonds, and are very strong, just like Jones 
his definition: “Community is a collective of kinship networks which share a common geographic territory, a 
common history, and a shared value system, usually rooted in a common religion”28. Building these relationships 
takes time and is only possible due to physical proximity. These relationships have, unlike the relationships 
which ‘community lost’ implies, informal characteristics (bonds based on family, friendship, or religious 
bonds). Tönnies refers to this perception as ‘Gemeinshaft’. 
 
Community liberated 
In the last perception, called ‘community liberated’, geographical boundaries are forgotten. Technology 
progress in transportation and communication systems makes it possible to connect and form relations across 
time and space. This enables individuals to form many relationships, but due to the absence of physical 
closeness, people can only maintain weak informal relationships. 
 
Analysis of the 3 perceptions 
In conclusion, the first two perceptions contradict each other. ‘community saved’ advocates the existence of 
communities based on religion, family, and friendship. ‘community lost’ states that because of industrialism, 
individualism, and materialism this view which ‘community saved’ implies cannot exist. Therefore, in strict 
sense, the last perception, ‘community liberated’, describes a different (new) type of community. 
 
Ågren believes that the difference between these communities lies in the ‘relationship’ characteristic. 
‘community lost’ is characterised by the absence of informal relationships, in contrast, ‘community saved’ is 
characterised by few strong informal relationships, while ‘community liberated’ stands for many weak informal 
relationships. 
This characteristic can be seen on a continuum from ‘few strong’ relationships to ‘many weak’ relationships, to 
‘no relation’ at all (fig.4.1). First of all, this might be based on the fact that many people do not believe 
communication, other than face-to-face communication, can be rich enough to build strong relationships29. 
Secondly, it might be based on the idea that an individual is not able to divide his or her attention and time to 
manage all these relationships, Therefore, causing ‘many weak’ relationships instead of ‘strong’ relationships. 
This is also mentioned by Jansen, Steenbakkers, and Jägers30. They refer to a research study which states that the 
average human being is capable to have at most five specific interests, so called need-clusters, to which he or 
she is able to spend time and sometimes money on. This of course, may also be applicable to relationships. 
 
 
 

                                                             
27 Tönnies (1988) 
28 Jones (1997) 
29 Jansen, Jägers & Steenbakkers (March 2000) 
30 Jansen, Steenbakkers & Jägers (Sept. 1999) 
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Figure 4.1  Continuum of relationships 
 
Note that the ‘no relation’ on one end of the continuum is explained by the suggestion that people do not need 
relationships to survive anymore. 
 
However, Howard Rheingold31 has reported differently. His stories about the community called ‘the WELL’ 
clearly illustrate the possibility of forming strong relationships in cyberspace, which may be one example of the 
communities which ‘community liberated’ advocates. The WELL is one of the first virtual communities, 
launched in 1985, in which many strong relationships were formed on- as well as off-line32. Croon33 also 
revealed in her study that close relationships were formed due to the interaction in cyberspace. Thus, this 
difference in perception is not explained by the ‘relationship’ characteristic. 
To understand the difference between the three community perceptions, it might be beneficial to look at the 
characteristic of ‘free choice’ as underlying dimension.  
‘Community saved’ is based on physical proximity, Therefore, your choice of joining communities and pursuing 
your interests is limited. It has an implicit reference to the fact that these communities were set and 
unchangeable. You belong to a family, because you are born in it. Your community of friends is also (almost) 
decided by the set boundaries, because of the limited choice of schools to attend, and the limited number of 
activities which are offered in your local community. People normally stayed in their own towns or cities, had 
their own friends and kinship for life. 
In contrast, ‘community liberated’ stands for more open choice and opportunities. Because of the advancement 
in communication and transportation technologies, people who use the technology to its full potential, can now 
choose their own community, their own social bonds. In a sense they are liberated, while before they were 
restricted or limited in choice. 
To explain ‘community lost’, is not so much different in choice, but in a positive or negative view in relation to 
‘community liberated’. In a sense, ‘community lost’ and ‘community liberated’ are the same, representing more 
choice and opportunities, without restraints. However, ‘community lost’ Key Issues the inherent danger of 
having too much choice and opportunities. By not being solely dependent on the collective good, people might 
loose touch with what is going on in their direct environment. Many critics of virtual communities have used the 
example of teenagers who became addicted to the virtual world and therefore, became isolated in the real world. 
A recent example of such a critical view on cyberspace is the study done by the Ikea Group in the US. It argues 
that students who have access to the Internet are more likely to drop out and drink, thus behaving more anti-
social34. Fernback and Thompson come to the same conclusion: “So although communities may be formed that 
reinforce social relationships among like-minded individuals, those groups will have a decreasing need or 
opportunity to interact with other members of the larger society. Instead of creating increasing cohesion, virtual 
communities are likely to have the opposite effect on the larger collectivity”35. 
To come back to the point of explaining the difference in interpretations of the term ‘community’, this can now 
be explained by referring to the three perceptions. ‘Community saved’ is in-line of thought with the first 
interpretations of the dictionary and Jones’ definition. These stress the ‘physical proximity’ characteristic, which 
makes the ‘limited choice’ characteristic evident and according to Ågren develops few strong informal 
relationships. The last interpretation leaves the ‘physical proximity’ characteristic out and relates more to the 
‘community liberated’ perception. 
 
 

4.3 Virtuality 
Since we have gained a better understanding of the term ‘community’, we can now elaborate on what happens 
when people transfer their notion of community to the virtual environment, that is, how do people regard the 
term ‘virtual’? The dictionary36 explains virtual in the following way. 
 
 
 

                                                             
31 Rheingold (1993) 
32 Hagel & Armstrong (1997), p.4 
33 Croon (2000) 
34 Ananova, http://www.ananova.com/news/story/sm_369492.html 
35 Fernback & Thompson (1995) 
36 http://www.webster.com/cgi-bin/dictionary, 10-01-2001 
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vir·tu·al 
Pronunciation: 'v&r-ch&-w&l, -ch&l; 'v&rch-w&l 
Function: adjective 
Etymology: Middle English, possessed of certain physical virtues, from Medieval Latin virtualis, from Latin virtus strength, virtue 
Date: 1654 
1 : being such in essence or effect though not formally recognised or admitted <a virtual dictator> 
2 : of, relating to, or using virtual memory 
3 : of, relating to, or being a hypothetical particle whose existence is inferred from indirect evidence <virtual photons> -- 
compare real .  
 
 
However, before going into detail, it needs to be clarified that this thesis uses the term ‘virtual’ as referring to the 
‘use of ICT’. 
 
Three interpretations 
Often three interpretations spring to mind when the use of ICT is mentioned. Jansen, Jägers, and Steenbakkers37 
formulate two interpretations. Another view that could be added, due to the fact that Jansen, Jägers, and 
Steenbakkers focus on a relation between the ‘virtual’ world and the ‘real’ world and neglect the other 
possibility, which is: having no relation between these worlds. This brings up an interesting discussion on the 
relationship between the identity of a person in his physical state and as a complete person itself. As Sartre said 
in “Being and Nothingness”, “I am my body to the extent that I am.” Dislocating the identity could bring along 
major discrepancies in communication. J. Donath38 explains in her article on identity that: ”Identity cues are 
sparse in the virtual world, but not non-existent. People become attuned to the nuances of email addresses and 
signature styles. New phrases evolve that mark their users as members of a chosen dub-culture. Virtual 
reputations are established and impugned. By looking closely at these cues, at how they work and when they 
fail, we can learn a great deal about how to build vibrant on-line environments.“ 
So the first interpretation of ‘virtual’ may be defined as ‘not existing’. The virtual world and the ‘real’ world are 
seen as separate entities and remain that way. Ågren39 mentions this interpretation when he suggests an approach 
for future research on virtual communities. In the situation when they are structured on a sort of scale 
representing on one end a virtual community totally isolated from the ‘real’ world, and on the other a virtual 
community with a close relation to the ‘real’ world.  
Although this first interpretation seems outdated, because organisations and individuals seem to rely more and 
more on ICT for their business and pleasure, focussing on this interpretation is useful. Danet40, for example, 
refers to MUDs (Multiple user dungeons) as verbal puppetry, where “the puppet is meant to ‘take on a life of its 
own’, and the identity and existence of the puppeteer are for all intents and purposes irrelevant” (date unknown), 
but games are also a good example. The Virtual communities created around, for example, the ‘Half-life’ game 
or the ‘Quake’ game41 have no relation with the ‘real’ world. Still, they are flourishing. 
The second interpretation is, as mentioned, defined by Jansen, Jägers, and Steenbakkers as ‘seemingly existing’, 
that is, people think a product or service is produced by one company, but instead it is produced by a network of 
companies. This explanation is close to the one given in the dictionary. Here however the identity of the people 
in the virtual community and in real-life are the same.  
And finally, the last interpretation, also defined by Jansen, Jägers, and Steenbakkers, regards virtual as a 
‘potential’. ICT offers new possibilities for companies and individuals to communicate, co-operate, and 
collaborate, which opens up new business and private potentials. According to them, this last interpretation is 
applicable for virtual organisations, which embark on a collective mission when the moment arises. These virtual 
organisations are comprised of separate organisations or people, which form a virtual organisation by creating 
temporary relationships between them. Jarvenpaa and Leidner formulate this as follows: “The concept of virtual 
implies permeable interfaces and boundaries, project teams that rapidly form, reorganise, and dissolve when the 
needs of a dynamic marketplace change, and individuals with differing competencies who are located across 
time, space, and cultures”42  
 
Analysis of the three interpretations 
According to Jansen, Jägers, and Steenbakkers, the last two interpretations are distinctive based on a ‘structural’ 
dimension. The ‘seemingly existing’ interpretation is more stable and has a permanent character, while the 
‘potential’ interpretation is seen as more dynamic and has a temporal character. They hint, however, at an ‘use of 

                                                             
37 Jansen, Jägers, and Steenbakkers (Sept. 1999) 
38 Donath (1999) 
39 Ågren  (Feb. 2000) 
40 Danet (unknown) 
41 URL: Halflife game: http://www.planethalflife.com/; Quake game: http://www.planetquake.com  
42 Jarvenpaa and Leidner (June 1998) 
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potential’ dimension. In my opinion, this dimension explains the difference in interpretations better. The 
‘seemingly existing’ interpretation uses the characteristics of the technology, which constitutes the ‘virtual’ 
aspect, not to his full potential, just the characteristics to be more efficient. Jansen, Steenbakkers, and Jägers 
refer to this interpretation when they talk about organisations which use e-commerce as another distribution 
channel. According to them, these decisions are mostly based on efficiency considerations. 
In contrast, the ‘potential’ interpretation makes full use of the new possibilities that the new technologies offer, 
and come to more innovative ways to conduct business or pleasure. The mental and business models are 
changing in this third interpretation. Jägers formulates this difference as follows: “from support of primary 
activities to the creation of new possibilities and relations via the growing synergy of network 
communication”43. This ‘use of potential’ dimension can also be found in the framework of Botkin44.  
 
Botkin supports the conclusion that the more an organisation becomes virtual (relies on ICT), the more they are 
able to innovate (changing their mental and business models). The Botkin’s framework45 interprets the virtual 
community from a ‘connectivity’ perspective. The ‘stovepipe’ represents the use of ICT for a single individual.  
The next step is that this individual shares information with a small group of people, because ICT allows him to 
connect with them. The ‘co-operation’ stage indicates that more advanced ICT is used in this small group, which 
enables them, not to only share information, but also process this information together at the same time. While 
the last stage (community) uses ICT to connect to anybody who may be important for the enterprise, including 
partners and customers, and to collaborate with each of them. Botkin describes how these stages alter the 
organisational aspects: culture, business purpose, and organisational form (Table 4.1). 
 
Stages Stovepipe Sharing Co-operation Community 
Technology Desktop PCs Internal e-mail One-to-one 

customer 
connections 

Interconnected to 
customers and 
suppliers 

Connectivity Unconnected Departmentally 
connected 

Cross-functionally 
connected 

Enterprise-wide 
connected 

Culture Every man for 
himself 

Get more of the 
pie 

Sell the pie 
externally 

Grow a bigger pie 
for all 

Business 
purpose 

Provide 
traditional 
products / 
services 

Short term 
improvements to 
traditional 
products 

Customer 
solutions 

Creation of new 
market and 
enterprises; Co-
creation of future 
business 

Organisation Individual Task force Team Knowledge 
community 

 
Table 4.1 Botkin’s Framework  
 
 

4.4 The Virtual Community 
The three perceptions on communities uncovered a ‘choice’ dimension. Thus, ‘community saved’ stands for a 
restrictive choice, while ‘community liberated’ and ‘community lost’ stand for more choice and opportunities, 
although the latter represented the inherent danger in having too much of these. 
In addition, the term ‘virtual’ was interpreted as an ‘use of potential’ dimension. Either no relation exists 
between the ‘real’ and the ‘virtual’ world an no real potential exists (‘not existing’ interpretation), or a relation 
exists, but is characterised as an ‘efficiency’ mechanism (‘seemingly existing’ interpretation), or the nature of the 
relation is seen as a ‘potential’ (‘potential’ interpretation). 
The relation between the terms ‘community’ and ‘virtual’, and thus between the two dimensions, can then be 
seen as shown in table 4.2. 
 
Community lost & not existing 
‘Community lost’ is categorised by the absence of (informal) relationships, due to the fact that people have too 
much choice and opportunities, and Therefore lose touch with what is really important for the collective good. It 
has most in common with the ‘not existing’ interpretation of Virtuality, where there is no link between the ‘real’ 
and the ‘virtual’ and, Therefore, no relationships can be formed between the two worlds. 
                                                             
43 Jägers (1999), p.52 
44 Botkin, (1999) 
45 Botkin, (1999), p.88-90 
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This combination may for example become evident in computer games. Critics argue that these games can 
isolate teenagers from the ‘real’ world, because they often become addicted. The person playing the game may 
feel to be part of a community in the game, however, outside the game he remains isolated and may not be able 
to connect with the game community unless he starts playing again. 
 
Community saved & seemingly existing 
‘Community saved’ is categorised by strong relationships, but a restrictive choice character. This perception has 
most in common with the ‘seemingly existing’ interpretation of virtuality. This may for example become evident 
in the creation of an alliance between just two organisations. They strive for efficiency, but due to the ‘restricted 
choice’ perception they do not use the full potential of ICT. 
 
Community liberated & potential 
Because the use of the full potential of ICT enables people to have more choices and opportunities, ‘community 
liberated’ relates the most to the ‘potential’ interpretation of virtuality. This may, for example, become evident 
between organisations, which have decided to join forces to form communities for knowledge creation or 
innovation. In this sense, the concept of the VC may represent the true form of the ‘community liberated’ 
perspective coupled with the ‘potential’ interpretation of virtuality, because this new digital world opens up all 
previously existing barriers of choice, communication, interaction, etc. 
 
 Virtuality 

 Not Existing 
(no link R-V) 

Seemingly 
Existing 
(efficiency) 

Potential 
(full use of ICT) 

Com. Lost 
(more choice) 

 
Computer games 

 

 
- 
 

 
- 
 

Com. Saved 
(restricted choice) 

 
- 

Collaboration 
between two 
organisations 

 
- 

Com. Liberated 
(more choice) 

 
- 

 
- 

Knowledge / 
Innovation 

communities 

 
 
 
 
 
Community 

Perception 

 
 
Table 4.2 Relationship between community perceptions and virtuality. 
 
Conclusion 
The definitions above show that the virtual community resembles the traditional community as far as some 
social aspects are concerned. This is illustrated by the fact that relationships are prominent, just as was argued in 
the community discussion in the previous chapter. The more organised view of the virtual community, as well as 
the definition of Smith, show the existence of a culture, which is also present in a traditional community. For 
example, Fernback and Thompson mention that “the same rituals and rites of passage that mark physical 
communities can be found on-line as well”46.  
However, theory also supports the argument that it differs from the traditional community, in the sense, that the 
relationships are not based anymore on physical proximity. Instead the overview of definitions suggests that it 
is a common interest, which draws the people together. This shifts from physical proximity to a common 
interest can be explained by the choice dimension, as people are able to choose their own communities.  
Another significant factor, besides the ‘common interest’, also influences this model. According to Rheingold47, 
and Fernback and Thompson, this factor is the absence of ‘real-life’ face-to-face meetings. Jansen, Jägers and 
Steenbakkers48 support this statement only they believe that these contacts in Virtual communities often lead to 
face-to-face encounters, either in ‘real-life’ or with the use of advanced ICT like videoconferencing, so as to 
increase the bond between members. Hence, many people do not believe interaction, other than face-to-face can 
be rich enough to build strong relationships. However, as mentioned before, practice has proven otherwise. This 
also brings out the problem in identity. In the physical world there is a logical unity of the self and other, the 
body provides a definition for the identity. The norm is ‘one body, one identity’. 

                                                             
46 Fernback & Thompson (1995) 
47 Rheingold (1993) 
48 Jansen, Jägers and Steenbakkers (March 2000) 
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The virtual world however is different. It is composed of information rather than matter. And information 
spreads and diffuses; there is no law of the conservation of information. The inhabitants of this virtual 
environment are also diffuse, free from the body’s unifying anchor. One can have some claim, as many 
electronic identities as one has the energy to create. And one’s own identity, one’s reputation is fundamental to 
the formation of a community. 
 
 

4.5 Concluding Issues 
Thus, the model of the concept of the traditional community is not perfectly applicable for the virtual 
community. Instead the virtual community could be visualised with the following issues given in figure 4.2. 
 
 

 
Figure 4.2 Concluding Issues on the virtual community 
 
This model can be constructed, with four important themes surrounding it, concluded from the exploration 
above. 
As explained before the common interest takes the place of the proximity from the traditional community, based 
on this common interest people will feel drawn to the virtual community and start to interact.  
However, also mentioned above, ICT infrastructure and the interaction patterns49 also influence the virtual 
community and the interaction within the group.  
A third is the use of identity, influencing the relationships and interaction between the members of the virtual 
community. However the identity and interest are strongly linked through the culture and shared values and 
history of the group.  
 

                                                             
49 Examples of interaction patterns for relationship forming in real-life include: face-to-face communication, non-verbal cues, touching, tone 
of voice, etc.  

Common interest 
Virtual 

Community  Identity 

Culture: 
Shared values 

 & history 

ICT / infrastructure 
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Key Issues 
 
 Dictionary definition Community §4.2 
 
 Three perspectives of Community §4.2 

 Community lost 
 Community saved 
 Community liberated 

 
 Dictionary definition Virtual  §4.3 
 
 Three interpretations of Virtuality §4.3 

 Non existing 
 Seemingly existing 
 Potential  
 
 Botkin’s Framework  Table 4.1 

- Stovepipe 
- Sharing 
- Co-operation 
- Community 

 
 The Virtual Community   §4.4, Table 4.2 

 Community lost & non existing 
 Community saved & seemingly existing 
 Community liberated & potential  
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 ICT infrastructure 
 Common interest 
 Culture, shared values and history 
 Identity 
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II The Concepts of Altruism and 
the Virtual Community 
 
 
 
 
 
“He who wishes to secure the good of others has already secured his own.”  

 
Confucius  

 
‘What is Altruism?’ is a complex and difficult question to answer. The different views to this issue have been 
laid out in the former section.  
Many people have no or vague ideas of the meaning of the concept itself, complete with all the mis- or pre-
conceptions that go with that. Funny enough, it seems that everybody is well aware of the definition of Egoism. 
Therefore a clear definition of this concept is hard to construct for all.  
 
 
 
“Community has become the suggested cure for everything that ails us” 
 

David Batstone, Associate Professor of Social Ethics at the University of San Francisco 
 
‘What is a virtual community?’ is an interesting question as it isn’t even sure it exists at all. At present many 
people are finding their way to the digital world and explore new ways of communicating. Their experience 
gives them a notion of what a virtual community might be, but to tell in detail what the dynamics are behind the 
concept of a virtual community is still difficult at present, mainly because of dynamic existence of the virtual 
world those communities are built in.  
Still many definitions exist from different views, which can be combined into one that will be used in this 
research.  
 
 

I II III IV V 
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5 The Altruism concept 
 
 

5.1 Introduction 
After the exploration of the literary perspectives and paradoxes surrounding the subject of altruism in chapter 3, 
this chapter will further define the concept of altruism as used in this thesis, answering:  
What is altruism really?  
In order to answer this, first the different definitions of the concept will be discussed and condensed into one 
overall definition. Also the types of altruistic act will be explained, supplying the subject with a more practical 
use. 
 
 

5.2 Definitions of altruism  
The simplest explanation of the word ca be found in the dictionary as can be found in chapter 3.1.  
To answer this question more adequately it would be easier to answer what Altruism is not.  
Authors discussing human Altruism have tended to adopt terms from common usage without clearly defining 
them; words like ‘Altruism’, ‘Helping’, ‘Socialism’, ‘co-operation’ and ‘Sharing’ all have slightly different 
connotations, so it is important to make a  clear division among them.  
Co-operation is explicitly excluded by some of these authors. As discussed by Axelrod50 in his book ‘the 
evolution of Co-operation’, the actors in a group directly benefit from the co-operation itself and are therefore 
co-operating. Thus clashing with the unselfish element of Altruism.  
So it is more important to make a clear distinction between ‘Sharing’ and ‘Helping’. 
It is not completely clear whether sharing of resources is always at the cost of the donor, but helping always 
does. Sharing in the case the donor has enough him or herself does not mean extra individual cost to this donor, 
where helping does cost the effort and risk for the donor.  
Secondly a further difference is that sharing can be enforced51, helping generally cannot52. E.g. threats from a 
drowning person may not be very effective.  
So in short helping may be defined as aid-giving behaviour, always involving immediate cost to the donor; no 
exchange of resources is involved and enforcement is difficult or impossible. 
Sharing is the exchange of material goods; it may or may not be voluntary and need not involve an immediate 
cost to the donor.  
 
Moore53 defines altruistic behaviour as “behaviour that benefits an unrelated individual(s) while the cost 
outweighs the benefits to the actor or donor within a short term. Any additional long term benefits are outside of 
the control of the actor.”. 
 
Leeds54 presented three essential characteristics for altruistic behaviour: 

- the act must be treated as an end in itself  
- it must be made voluntarily 
- it must be judges by the others as ‘doing good’. 

 
In general, in spite of disagreement on details, most psychologists believe that there are three minimal 
conditions (based on the list of Leeds) for altruistic behaviour: 

- there must be an intention to benefit another 
- the act must be initiated in by the person voluntarily  
- in must be performed in it’s own end only, without expectations of reward from external sources. 

As a result actions, following the stated conditions, helping behaviour carries out as a result of obligation, 
indebtedness, restitution, the expectation of quid pro quo, or the expectation of external rewards can not be 
considered altruistic, even if it may benefit another person and is initiated intentionally and voluntarily55.  
 
Note that this last condition discriminates the possibility of altruism to be seen as postponed egoism or as 
enlightened self-interest.  

                                                             
50 Axelrod (1981) 
51 Lee (1927) & Woodburn (1972) 
52 Moore (1984) 
53 Moore (1984) 
54 Leeds (1963) 
55 Bar-tal (1976), Berkwitz (1972) & Krebs (1970) p.378 
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Summary  
In conclusion, combined with the perspectives and paradoxes of section I, the final definition used in this 
research is the following:  
 
Altruistic behaviour  has the intention to benefit (do good to) another 
          and must be initiated in by the person voluntarily, 
     to be performed in it’s own end only, 
    without expectations of reward from external sources. 
 
 

5.3 Five types of altruistic act 
From this definition one can derive the different forms of altruistic act. 
Trivers (1971) described these basic types of the altruistic act. He listed five types if human behaviour he 
considered altruistic. These are: 
 
1. Caring for sick, disabled or otherwise incompetent individuals 
2. Sharing knowledge 
3. Sharing food 
4. Sharing implements 
5. Helping in times of danger.  
 
The caring for the sick also includes aspects of helping as mentioned in the other types above. Sharing of 
knowledge does not easily fit within any other category. However, the most practical knowledge does not can 
not be implemented without “sharing” it among all interested observers. E.g. children simply watching parents to 
practice what they see. If individuals share knowledge passively it is unnecessary to explain it through Altruism.  
 
 

 
 
Key Issues  
 
 Definitions on Altruism  §5.2 

 Co-operation – Helping - Sharing  
 Definition Leeds 
 Final definition  

 
 Five types of altruistic act  §5.3 

 Caring for sick, 
 Sharing knowledge 
 Sharing food 
 Sharing implements  
 Helping in times of danger.  
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6 The Virtual Community concept  
 

6.1 Introduction 
The previous chapter 4 introduced the terms ‘community’ and ‘virtual’ to provide a first understanding of virtual 
communities. The current chapter will now explore the various definitions found in the virtual community 
literature. The insights from both chapters will be used to construct a formal definition. The question: ‘what is a 
virtual community really?’ will be Therefore be answered. 
Hence, the outline of the chapter will be as follows. Section 6.2 will illustrate how Virtual communities are often 
described by authors, it will explore the VC literature more exhaustively to understand the differences between 
the definitions used by various authors. Eventually this paragraph will be closed off with a complete and clear 
definition, which will be used throughout the rest of this thesis.  
In section 6.3 the different types of virtual communities will be named.  
 

6.2 Definitions of the Virtual Community  
The literature uncovers several definitions, which are used to describe the concept of a virtual community.  
Most of them contain a social aspect and a technological aspect. Like Croon56 who defines a virtual community 
as  
“a social entity consisting of a group of people who relate to one another based on shared interest, where some 
of the traditional properties of a community are no longer part of the ‘real world’, but part of what is known as 
‘cyberspace’.”. 
 
Rheingold57 defines the virtual community as a  
“social aggregation that emerges from the Net when enough people carry on those public discussions long 
enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal relationships in cyberspace”.  
 
Both authors stress the social aspect, whereas the technological aspect receives less attention. This may be 
because in their opinion the term ‘virtual’ in virtual community might refer implicitly to this technological aspect 
or it is seen as being inferior to the social aspect. 
 
Klang and Olsson58 focus on both aspects:  
“a virtual community is first of all a social grouping … it is a number of people who relate to one another by the 
use of a specific technology”, “Virtual communities are all about new social networks or the impact of 
information technology on social interaction”  
 
The difference between the other definitions is the weight given to the technological aspect (‘the impact of 
information technology on social interaction’). Thus, a general view of a virtual community, suggested by many 
authors, can be:  
a group of people who share  common interests and communicate through the means of ICT. 
 
 This corresponds to the basic notion made in the previous chapter 4 about community (in which relationships of 
culture and identity are central) in virtuality, based on common interests. 
 
Elaborate definitions 
Several authors define the VC more elaborately or more specifically. Like the definition created by Shaffer59 
defining a virtual community as:  
“a dynamic whole that emerges when a group of people share common practices, are interdependent, make 
decisions jointly, identify themselves with something larger than the sum of their individual relationships, and 
make a long-term commitment to well-being (their own, one another’s, and the group’s)”  
 
Here the social aspect is more clearly defined. The relationship characteristic is built on the commitment for the 
well being of the individual as well as the collective community. And the terms ‘interdependent’, ‘decisions’, 
and ‘identification’ reveal a more organised view of the whole concept. A similar approach is found in the 

                                                             
56 Croon (2000) 
57 Rheingold (1993) 
58 Klang & Olsson (2000). 
59 Shaffer et.al. (1993) 
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Community of Practice of Wenger60. He characterises these communities as having mutual engagement, a joint 
enterprise, and a shared repertoire. What is interesting in both definitions is that the technological component 
receives no attention at all. . This definition does not directly associate the Community of Practice (CoP) with 
Virtual communities, although he acknowledges that ICT can play a significant role, in which case the CoP can 
be seen as a specific type of virtual community. Still, Wenger, uses them to describe a virtual community, hereby 
implying that the concept of community is no different in a virtual environment. 
 
Valtersson61 explicitly focuses on the ‘interaction’ characteristic:  
“Virtual communities consist of groups of people who have regular contact with one another in cyberspace”  
 
She also uses the definition of Smith62. He defines a community as  
“a group of people who have beliefs and values in common, whose relations are direct and many-sided and who 
practice generalized as well as balanced reciprocity”  
 
Here the social aspect is more described as a cultural aspect, where relations are complex and stem from the 
cultural background of the virtual community. In addition, this definition focuses explicitly on the characteristic 
of reciprocity in a virtual community, mentioned previously by Shaffer as ‘interdependent’.  
 
Rheingold refers to this characteristic by describing the virtual community as behaving like a ‘gift-economy’, 
which can be explained as: “an economy where people give other people a valuable good without expecting 
anything in return. This is not completely true in the case of a virtual community.”  
This explanation comes closest to a situation where altruism is part of the virtual community. A contradicting 
explanation however is described by Ekeh63 on a theory known as ‘generalized exchange’, describing that the 
members of a virtual community may not expect anything in return from the other member, but do expect a 
valuable good in the long run from the community. The paradox between these two explanations can also be 
found in section 3.3 of this thesis. 
 
Summary 
Based on the insights from the previous and current chapter this section will conclude with the following 
summary for the context for the definition of a virtual community: 
 
A virtual community can be seen as a connected group of diverse people resembling a traditional community, 
in that, it is trying to achieve a common purpose, either to influence ‘real-life’ situations or to be part of a virtual 
world (e.g. fantasy), by creating relationships between the members. However, because the members 
communicate mainly through the use of ICT, they establish relationships in a different manner than is usual in 
face-to-face meetings, and the relationships formed are based on a common interest rather than physical 
proximity. In addition, this virtual community should not be seen as a replacement, but instead as an extension of 
the traditional community. 
 
In short the definition for the virtual community is as follows:  
 
a group of people who share  common interests and communicate through the means of ICT. 
 
 

6.3 Types of Virtual Communities 
 
H. Melger64 has classified the following types of virtual communities.  

                                                             
60 Wenger (1998), Wenger & Snyder (Jan-Feb 2000) 
61 Valtersson (1998) 
62 Smith (1996) 
63 Ekeh (1974) 
64 Melger (2001) 

• the personal type; 
• the third place type; 
• the business-to-consumer type; 
• the community network; 

• the business-to-business type; 
• the professional type; 
• the CoP or the Strategic type; and 
• the learning type. 
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The personal type 
The personal virtual community is characterised by the fact that it focused on existing personal relationships. 
Members of the community may not know everyone, but they have one person in common, which is the creator 
or founder of the community. It is used to enhance the social life of a person, as it offers an inexpensive and easy 
method to connect more often with personal friends. This type may be set up to build, for example, team spirit, 
thus, enhancing the culture of the group. Therefore, it can also be assumed that it is focused on the ‘intent to be’ 
and everyone has a persistent identity. The reputation and background, however, may as well have been build 
up, because the relationships are highly personalised. This often results in strong relationships within this 
community type, although some may be tighter than others. It also implies that the messages are general, but 
may not be understood by everyone, because it sometimes requires personal knowledge about the interaction 
partner. 
 
The third place type 
This type is similar to the personal type, it is also focused on personal (emotional) relationships. It offers a 
place to share interests, ideas, and to relax. Unlike the personal type, however, it is not centred around one 
person, anyone can participate. It also differs from the personal type, in that it also can be focused on the intent 
to ‘perform’, and therefore, identities are semi-persistent. Many people may just drop by and leave again, but 
the virtual community will have its ‘core-group’ of regulars who may act under their real name or under a 
pseudonym. The interactions are general, thus anyone can participate, but personal relationships may as well 
exist, in which case not everyone may understand the conversations, because they missed previous interactions. 
Unlike the personal type, there may be opportunities to have revenue streams in this type of community. This 
depends on the specific focus of the community. In some cases (e.g. in an organisation), it may serve as an 
enhancement of the corporate culture. 
 
The business-to-consumer type (B2C) 
The B2C type was commercially oriented and focused on the support of exchanges. It is clear that it’s centred 
around the intent to ‘be’. The information shared is highly specific concerning products and services, and 
persistent identity, as well as reputation are the key issues in this type. The community offers tools to analyse 
large amounts of data to broadcast it as information to the consumer. Examples of these tools, could be product 
comparisons, price comparisons, etc. It is set up to build relationships with consumers, but it also may be used 
to adopt users’ experiences and knowledge into the production or support process. Normally the relationships 
formed tend to be weak, because the increasing market transparency. When a more interesting offer comes 
along, a consumer may easily change to another community. 
 
The community networks 
In contrast to the previous types, the community network can either enhance social relationships within a 
neighbourhood community, or it can provide access to businesses within a city community, or it can encourage 
people to take part in decision processes which concern them, or focus on all three objectives. It all depends on 
the kind of traditional community it supports. In a sense, it can be seen as a portal for that traditional 
community. This means also that the relationships tend to be stronger, because it involves the traditional 
community, which is not as easy to abandon. 
 
The business-to-business type (B2B) 
The B2B type is used to optimise the transactions and exchanges along a value chain. It may include the final 
customer as well. It can take the characteristics of an economical type, but it can also incorporate collaboration 
opportunities, in which case several additional processes are needed. These processes include identity, 
collaboration, and learning processes. When the virtual community shifts towards a more social type, it may 
also build stronger relationships, because the relationships may become necessary to produce some kind of 
product or service. 
 
The professional type 
The professional type consists of experts of a specific knowledge field. Information and knowledge shared tend 
to be complex and specialised. Background and reputation become important aspects then, and learning will 
be a central process in this type. Although knowledge is being shared, it does not mean that collaboration will be 
part of the community. Instead it is a breeding ground for ventures that may take place outside the virtual 
community. The community may have all experts of a particular topic in its community, which makes the 
relationships strong. Leaving this community may have consequences for a person’s professional career. 
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The community of practice (CoP)  
The CoP has similar characteristics to that of the professional type, but it has a specific focus on collaboration. 
The information and knowledge shared are complex and highly specific. The relationships formed are necessary 
for reaching the shared objective. Reputation and background are therefore important attributes to the 
relationships. However, it also includes aspects of the social kind, as a CoP operates on trust, and trust is built 
on a social basis. The CoP has the specific characteristic that it is built within an organisational setting.  Within 
the Cops there are two types based on their goal and objectives.  
 
Strategic type 
The specific difference of strategic type is that general CoPs often emerge from the members, while the 
strategic type is often initiated top-down.  
 
The learning type   
The learning type can compared to the Strategic type and the CoP, but learning is prominent, but many teaching 
methods are changing towards a form more focused on the collaboration itself. However, not only collaboration 
is stressed, the social aspects are also important. For instance students need to be able to relax and share 
interests and ideas informally to improve creativity. Many learning virtual communities are individualistic 
though, so collaboration may not always be part of a learning type community. 
 
Summary  
Apparently, some of them are quite similar, such as the CoP, strategic type, and the learning type. They all share 
fundamental collaborative characteristics. 
However, still the descriptions indicate some differences. For example, the strategic type was described as being 
created out of organisational strategic intent. In the other types, however, sometimes no boundaries are 
present. Overlap among the types is therefore possible, a community can belong to different types at the same 
time, as the characteristics can be interchangeable.  
These differences highlight that fundamentally similar virtual community types can still differ. Apparently, these 
differences can apply to all community types, i.e. they are not fundamental differences, rather specific co-
ordination methods to deal with the social dynamics of a particular type.  
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 the community network; 
 the business-to-business type; 
 the professional type; 
 the CoP, the Strategic type or learning type. 
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III The Research Model 
 
 
 

  
 

A good model can advance fashion by ten years.  
 

Yves Saint Laurent (b. 1936), French couturier.  
 
After exploring the full extent of the tow subjects of altruism and the virtual community, three issues binding 
them together can be found.  
The cultural values and similarity among the members will be further deepened. This will uncover possible 
hypotheses for the model, with the objective to focus the binding factor for the community of this issue.  
The use of Identity will go into the individual and their reputation in the community. While the ICT 
infrastructure will further explain the possible media and structures, which can be used to form a virtual 
community.  
All these will be explored to find hypotheses to bring flesh to the model structure.  

 
 

 

I II III IV V 
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7 Research Issues  
 

7.1 Introduction 
After the explorations of both the concepts of altruism and the virtual community this chapter will use the related 
themes from that exploration to synthesise a model to be used for the cases. First the criteria found around both 
subjects will be combines in §7.2. Afterwards each of the ‘combination’ criteria or themes will be explained 
further in §7.3 on Values and culture, in §7.4 on rules and the ICT infrastructure and in §7.5 about Identity.  
These three themes will set the base for the Research model, as it will be described in the following chapter. 
 

7.2 Combination of altruism and virtual communities 
In the theory of altruism the main themes that were of influence on the phenomenon of altruism were found as” 
 the use of (self) identity;  
 the values and culture within and around the actor and  
 the form of kinship between the actor and the receiver.  
 
While in the analysis of the virtual community  
 the common interests; 
 the culture, the values and norms in the group;  
 the ICT infrastructure and hierarchy; and  
 the use of identity came out as important parameters. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 7.1 Combination of Research Issues.  
 
 
In this short summary of the last chapters we find the use of identity and the culture and values in the group are 
overlapping criteria. The ICT infrastructure is an addition which was not found in the social theory on 
altruism, simply because of the fact that the this wasn’t researched yet in the time that most of the social theories 
on altruism were written. The common interests and the kinship can be compared and formed into the criteria of 
‘similarity’ or ‘commonness’, which will be part of the topic of Culture further in this thesis.  
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In conclusion the following issues will be discussed in the next paragraphs.  
This figure will also serve as the basis for the Research model, discussed in chapter 8.  
 

Figure 7.2 Three Research Issues 
 
 

7.3 Culture and Values  
Both culture and trust will be explored in the next paragraph to understand them in relation to the social 
dynamics of Virtual communities, in order to research the appearance of altruism in those communities.  
 
Definitions of culture  
Culture is defined by the dictionary as “(a) the integrated pattern of human knowledge, belief, and behaviour 
that depends upon man's capacity for learning and transmitting knowledge to succeeding generations;  
(b) the customary beliefs, social forms, and material traits of a racial, religious, or social group; and  
(c) the set of shared attitudes, values, goals, and practices that characterises a company or corporation”. 
 
Instead of culture, Ciborra uses the term ‘formative context’, which illustrates this cultural aspect even better. 
“A formative context is a social script embedded in a work organisation: it influences work practices, but also 
ways of reflecting on that organisation and its possible alternatives … A formative context has far-reaching 
influences, for it constitutes the background condition for action, enforcing cognitive and practical constraints, 
giving direction and meaning, and setting the range of opportunities for undertaking action. Such influence is 
subtle, for organisational members are usually not aware of the formative context that inform their practical and 
argumentative routines: they tend to take them for granted, except in the case of major breakdowns”65 
 
This shows that culture or morality and values are an important aspect within groups and subsequently an 
important aspect for virtual communities. It provides a social script to interact and subsequently to understand 
the actions of the group. This is important to understand. A framework developed by Jansen, Jägers, and 
Steenbakkers66 illustrates this as well. 
 
Four virtual community types based on culture 
Jansen, Jägers, and Steenbakkers67 developed a classification of virtual communities based on the cultural aspect, 
however, they call it the ‘shared identity’ of the virtual community68. In this classification the Virtual 
communities differ in the way the members perceive their shared identity.  
Shared identity is more or less defined as a culture:  
“having shared norms and values; having the same background (expertise) to understand the meaning of the 
message exchanges, etc. .”  
They argue that the variety in perception of a shared identity causes the formation of different types of virtual 
communities with different potentials. Their main message is that the more values are shared, the more 
potential in collaboration the virtual community will have, because it is easier to share knowledge. 
Based on this assumption four types are distinguished:  
 information communities,  
 knowledge communities with partners,  
 knowledge communities with experts, and 

                                                             
65 Bateson (1972), Schutz (1964), from Ciborra (1993), pp.29 
66 Jansen, Jägers, and Steenbakkers (March 2000) 
67 Jansen, Jägers, and Steenbakkers (March 2000) 
68 In this section culture will also be called the ‘shared identity’ to be consistent with Jansen, Jägers, and Steenbakkers framework. 
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 communities of practice.  
 
Information communities are characterised by the fact that there is no shared identity. Knowledge virtual 
communities with partners are characterised by the fact that some shared identity exist, based on the shared 
interest in exchanging knowledge to produce a product together. Knowledge virtual communities with experts 
are characterised by the fact that they share a deeper-rooted identity. They share a common background, due to 
the same expertise. Therefore, knowledge is more easily exchanged. And communities of practice (CoPs) are 
characterised by the fact that they are formed within organisational boundaries, which results in a strong 
shared identity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7.3 Culture/Shared identity framework 
 
Although the framework provides an understanding of the influence of the shared identity on the group 
dynamics, it remains rather abstract. If it really has influence on the behaviour of the members remains to be 
seen. Related to the biological theory of kinship among the members, one could expect a strong cultural bond 
would enhance the appearance of the altruistic act. Therefore the first hypothesis can be stated. 
Hypothesis C1: 
The stronger the culture or shared identity, the more members will be motivated to act altruistically.  
 
Definitions of trust 
Various definitions of trust have been proposed in the literature on virtual communities. Trust can be related to 
the subject of altruism in the sense that the actor expects that the other is the way one perceives him or her. From 
the view that altruism is a form of long-term expectance of return, trust is the initial carrier for this act.  
 
As mentioned above, in theory trust is based on  
“an expectation that others will behave as expected”69,  
“accepting a certain risk and vulnerability factor”70,  
“irrespective of the ability to control or monitor the partner’s actions”71,  
“while each party makes a good-faith effort to behave in accordance with any of the commitments both explicit 
or implicit, is honest in whatever negotiations preceded such commitments, and does not take excessive 
advantage of another even when the opportunity is available”72.  
 
Steinauer, Shukri, and Rasberry add another perspective to it by also focusing on the process of exchange, 
instead of explicitly focusing on the partner of the exchange: “the confidence that participants in commerce have 
that their activities (transactions and other exchanges of information, goods, and services) will be protected and 
conducted as intended”73.  
 
Based on these definitions from the literature, trust can be described as follows: 
Trust involves situations where risk of being harmed is possible. Nevertheless, the participant is willing to enter 
the exchange and accept this vulnerability irrespective of the presence of a monitoring system, and with the 
expectation that the other participants, and / or systems will exhibit good-will and behave accordingly. 
 
The literature provides an overview of different methods of trust development from other settings, but which 
may also be usable in virtual communities. The following methods are identified:  
 deterrence-based trust,  
 knowledge-based trust,  
 identification-based trust,  

                                                             
69 Jarvenpaa, Knoll & Leidner (Spring 1998), Hutt, et.al. (Winter 2000), Holland (1998) 
70 Hutt, et.al. (Winter 2000), Jarvenpaa & Shaw (1998) 
71 Jarvenpaa, Knoll & Leidner (Spring 1998), Jarvenpaa & Leidner (June 1998) 
72 Cummings & Bromiley (1996) 
73 Steinauer, Shukri, and Rasberry (September 1997) 
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 impersonal- or institutional-based trust,  
 transference-based trust, and  
 swift trust. 
 
Deterrence-based trust 
Deterrence-based trust is based on a calculative process which rationally determines the costs and rewards for 
opportunistic behaviour74. Essentially, it comes down to that “the trusted party pays a penalty for violating the 
trust”75,Therefore, it is based on punishments and rewards. 
Considering the relatively ‘free’ environment the virtual community represents, and its choice dimension, this 
type of trust is could be used when interacting in a virtual community. However, although it is focused on 
penalties when the trust is violated, these penalties are difficult to enforce. Hence, this type of trust is really weak 
in a virtual community, and not easily supported. Further more, the motivation of reward and penalties is 
unrelated to the unselfish act of voluntary (non-calculative) altruism.  The cost to the actor and the lack of 
reward for the act itself are hard to compare with the motivation of this type of trust.  
 
Knowledge-based trust 
Knowledge-based trust is specifically focused on the trusted party. It is based on the experience the trustor had in 
previous interactions with the trusted party in meeting his expectations76. However, it is not only based on 
previously successful actions, but also on the “social interactions and previously developed interpersonal 
relations”77. 
Based on the social dynamics of the community, where interaction and relationships are central, it can be 
assumed that this type of trust is normally built in virtual communities. However, because it’s build on previous 
interactions, this type may take long to develop, considering the fact that communication richness is created at a 
slower pace in a mediated environment. Its support needs to come then from, for example, profiling, i.e. 
providing the tools to evaluate someone’s identity. This is again related to the subject of identity which will be 
discussed in §7.5. However the clearer the identity and past of the other are, the more likely an actor could be to 
act altruistically. This results in the second hypothesis. 
Hypothesis C2: 
The presence of information about previous interactions enhances the appearance of altruism in the 
virtual community. 
 
Identification-based trust 
Identification-based trust is based on the perception of sharing the same norms, values and culture. According 
to the Social Identification / De-individuation theory78, “people self categorise themselves as either part of the 
in-group or out-group based on the characteristics of others in the group … similarity with others positively 
reinforces members’ own identities and contributes to their willingness to co-operate”79. In other words, this 
theory suggests that when people perceive each other to be similar they may trust each other easier. This again 
can also be related to the biological theory on kinship and non-kinship differences, used in §3.3. 
Based on the social dynamics of the virtual community which is also based on a common interest, this type of 
trust can also be supported in virtual communities by clearly stating the purpose of the virtual community. This 
can be helpful to support initial interactions within the virtual community. For altruism this one of the most 
interesting forms of trust as it discusses one of the major paradoxes of the subject. But bear in mind that the co-
operation as discussed here is not the same as altruistic sharing discussed in §3.4.  
Therefore the third hypothesis can be stated as 
Hypothesis C3a: 
Recognition of cultural similarity between the virtual community and the actor will enhance the 
appearance of altruism. 
Hypothesis C3b: 
Therefore more exchange of cultural issues also enhances altruism. 
 
Impersonal- or institutional-based trust 
This type of trust has been described as the “institutional mode (related to established guidelines, whether they 
be legislated or unwritten) refers to trusting another party because of clear, pre-established expectations, 

                                                             
74 Jarvenpaa & Shaw (1998), McKnight, Cummings & Chervany (1998) 
75 Hagen & Choe (1998) 
76 McKnight, Cummings & Chervany (1998), Hagen & Choe (1998), Steinauer, Shukri & Rasberry (Sept 1997) 
77 Jarvenpaa & Shaw (1998) 
78 SIDE, Lea & Spears (1992), Lea et al (1992),  also see Elias (1987) 
79 Jarvenpaa & Leidner (June 1998) 
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generally with understood negative consequences when trust is violated”80. So instead of being based on an 
emotional bond it is based on institutional norms and values, such as guarantees, safety nets (e.g. safety net of 
legal system in a country), or other structures81. In a sense, it focuses on the environment, so to speak. 
Although in a virtual community without a direct link to the real-world this kind of trust is not easily supported, 
it is useful for Virtual communities which do have such a link, e.g. a community network. Such a virtual 
community type can provide this type of trust through established institutions in the real-world or through 
specific services created for the Internet. Web-trust seals or trusted third parties are examples, but also credit-
card companies offer this type of trust. This type is however not that interesting seen from the altruism 
perspective. The third parties or institutions are not mentioned in any of the theories.  
 
Transference-based trust 
Transference-based trust refers to the situation that a third party warrants for another. In other words, 
someone is able to trust another, because a third party vouches for him or her82. Examples include banks, 
certifying institutions, trust seals, etc. . In this sense, it has a direct relation to impersonal- or institutional-based 
trust. This type of trust in its natural form will be rare, however, when transference is not seen as vouching for 
another, but as providing valuable information about someone, it is very common in virtual communities. The 
many existing rating systems applied at various virtual communities are examples of this type of transference-
based trust. As mentioned under the impersonal- or institutional-based trust the enforcing of trust from a third 
party is not interesting for research on altruism. Why would one need a third party to act altruistic? The only 
answer that springs to mind is for building image or status, thus abandoning the selfless nature of Altruism. 
 
Swift trust 
The final type of trust is described by Meyerson, Weick, and Kramer83. They developed the theory on swift trust. 
It is specifically focused on explaining trust in teams, which have a finite life span and with no intention to be 
working together again in the near future. The previous types of trust are unable to explain these groupings. It 
requires a radical new approach to trust in relation to co-operation.  
Therefore, it is based on the idea that “unless one trusts quickly, one may never trust at all”84.  
In other words, swift trust stresses the importance of Dispositional trust. “Dispositional trust is the natural 
tendency of an individual to trust other people, and is considered to be a function of their attitudes, personality 
and previous experience. It is independent of a specific situation and is a measure of an individual’s tendency 
to trust or distrust. It is essentially a measure of whether an individual tends to trust other agents or not. 
Dispositional trust varies between individuals and may change over time but is not related to a particular 
situation or context”85. This is the kind of background motive, allowing altruism in communities. With the 
acceptance that everyone will have to prove their trust in advance, initially no trust will be given. In that case 
why help another at all?  
Theory describes that people who only work in certain situations need to trust beforehand, i.e. give anyone the 
benefit of the doubt until one proofs otherwise. The theory explains trust in teams such as film crews, theatre and 
architectural groups, presidential commissions, senate select committees, and cockpit crews86. These groupings 
all have clear role divisions between members, have face-to-face meetings, and members belong often to closely 
knit professional groups, where their reputation is at stake. 
Although swift trust represents a valuable type of trust to the community, when the social dynamics are 
compared with the characteristics of such groupings as film crews, theatre, etc. , it is unlikely that swift trust will 
exist in virtual communities. Virtual communities represent a heterogeneous public with often a high turnover, 
not belonging to a closely knit professional group, and hence, opportunistic behaviour is likely to overrule 
swift trust easily. Or will it?  
Here the altruism paradox of short- vs. long term thinking is related. The true altruist will not think of short term 
reward for his or her act, Therefore dismissing the use of finite trust. Long term trust, initiated through 
dispositional trust however will be of more importance to this research. So a base of initial trust will have to exist 
in the virtual community in order to trust at all, leading us to the fourth hypothesis: 
Hypothesis C4: 
The existence of an initial culture of dispositional trust enforces the appearance of altruism in the virtual 
community. 
 

                                                             
80 Hagen and Choe (1998) 
81 Jarvenpaa and Shaw (1998),  McKnight, Cummings & Chervany (1998) 
82 Jarvenpaa & Shaw (1998) 
83 Meyerson, Weick, and Kramer (1996) 
84 Jarvenpaa & Shaw (1998) 
85 Holland (1998) 
86 Meyerson, Weick & Kramer (1996) 
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Summary 
After the attempt of defining culture and trust in the virtual community, one can state that the two are very 
complex and intertwined. In short there seems to be a strong relationship between the appearance of altruism and 
the culture in the virtual community.  
 
The following hypotheses have been found from the theory: 
C1 The stronger the culture or shared identity, the more members will be motivated to act altruistically.  
C2 The presence of information about previous interactions enhances the appearance of altruism in the 

virtual community. 
C3a Recognition of cultural similarity between the virtual community and the actor will enhance the 

appearance of altruism. 
C3b  Therefore more exchange of cultural issues also enhances altruism. 
C4 The existence of an initial culture of dispositional trust enforces the appearance of altruism in the virtual 

community. 
 
These can be shown in the following figure 
  

 
Figure 7.4 Research Overview of Culture  
 
 

7.4 Hierarchy and ICT Infrastructure 
In this paragraph the hierarchy and infrastructure of the virtual community will be explored according to 
principle organisational theory87. Therefore the different organisational structures are discussed. This will later 
be completed with a short study on the different ICT types, which are used in the present time.  
 
Organisational structures 
There are three different organisational types to be reckoned with, the market, the hierarchy and the clan. Each 
has a distinct format, which will be discussed now. 
 
The market structure 
When uncertainty in and around the community is low as well as the goal congruence, (goal congruence being 
low means that goals are dispersed) the market form is the most efficient. Low uncertainty indicates that 
transactions are fairly well patterned, the services and products to be exchanged are fairly standardised, and 
there is a large number of agents present. In this case, it is probable that all information concerning the exchange 
itself is accessible by all agents in the market. The contracts will be based on price. They are either ‘spot’ 
contracts, which regulate one-time market transactions, or ‘contingent-claims’ contracts, which describe and 
price all relevant future contingencies pertaining to the transaction. Competition will also be based on price and 
will take care of opportunistic behaviour. Therefore, goal congruence can be low, which in turn, indicates that 
there is no need for much co-ordination. Hence, the overhead costs are kept low, among a many-to-many 
marketplace.  
 
The hierarchy structure 
When uncertainty as well as goal congruence is intermediate, the hierarchy form applies. In this situation 
measurement of individual performance is more difficult, transactions are not instantaneous, nor take place 
                                                             
87 Williamson (1975),  Ciborra (1993) 
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among a large number of agents. This would lead to opportunistic behaviour in the market. Therefore, the 
hierarchy is applied, in which “the invisible hand of the market is replaced by the visible hand of 
management”88. The contracts then, take the form of an employment relation in which legitimate authority is 
implemented. These are more efficient than the contracts used in the market, because they’re more flexible in 
case of changing circumstances, and Therefore, reduce the chance of potential future increase of transactions 
costs. 
 
The clan structure 
When uncertainty is high only the clan form applies. Exceptions arise too often for allowing neither the market 
nor the hierarchy to co-ordinate the exchanges. Products and services are too complex, while the transactions are 
just too ambiguous. Hence, this form can only exist when goal congruence is high, when the goals are more or 
less aligned. This means that instead of contracts such as the employment relation, this form requires contracts 
based on trust and shared norms and values, which allows more flexibility in dealing with the many 
exceptions arising. Opportunistic behaviour needs to be ruled out a priori, because the group arrangement cannot 
handle the complexity of the transactions in combination with the human behaviour uncertainty, in which case 
the activities are bound for failure. Consequently, the overhead costs of this form are considerable, but are 
needed to ensure the basis of trust and shared norms and values. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7.5 organisational forms  
 
The organisational formats in relation to virtual communities 
The theory argues that these three organisational forms are the most efficient in their own respective 
circumstances (conditions), but does not exclude the possibility that a group takes on a different arrangement. 
However, in the case of virtual communities the environment can also differ, with the exception that the virtual 
world is very dynamic. Therefore one would expect the congruence of goals to be the defining factor in these 
circumstances. 
The three organisational formats of the theory present three different governance structures, i.e. they provide 
insight into three different sets of co-ordination and management methods. These methods will now be explored 
in relation to the virtual community by drawing on other organisational theories. These three will be discussed in 
the order from least to best fit to the virtual community. 
 
The hierarchy as a poor fit 
To examine the hierarchy, it is useful to describe the general typology of organisations based on the degree of 
task uncertainty89. Galbraith specifically views organisations as information handling mechanisms. Therefore, 
his typology of different organisational forms is based on the idea that organisations adopt more co-ordination 
mechanisms when uncertainty increases, to handle the more required information effectively. According to 
Galbraith, the first alternative mechanism is co-ordination by objectives, in which outcomes are specified instead 
of activities. Planning becomes central to reduce the information processing requirements by delegating 
autonomy to lower levels. 
But with more co-ordination and standardisation, less attention will be given to incentives from outside the 
hierarchy or set system, thus obstructing the appearance of altruism directly between people.  

                                                             
88 Ciborra (1993), pp.118 
89 Galbraith (1977 
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Now the co-ordination and management methods applied in the hierarchy seem not to be compatible with the 
social system of the virtual community. Based on the incentives and motives described by Kollock90, it can be 
assumed then that work needs to be interesting and challenging to the people themselves. However, routine tasks 
and the hierarchy offer just the opposite. In addition, although it delegates autonomy to the lower levels when 
uncertainty increases, the more autonomous work group still has to deal with reporting structures and lines of 
authority, which hinders the personal creativity and Therefore altruism within a community. These methods 
would likely have a negative impact on the member’s perception of the community, and based on the choice 
dimension would easily leave it for another. 
 
The market transparency 
The market, on the other hand, does provide a different and valuable co-ordination method. It suggests that based 
on fairly well patterned transactions, standardised products, and the presence of many agents, the price 
mechanism can co-ordinate the whole market and eliminate opportunistic behaviour by allowing competition. 
This price incentive however, in relation to altruistic theory is of no influence on the actual appearance of 
altruism. It is more likely that a profit-driven system even obstructs the appearance of altruism.  
This can be interpreted as providing information transparency.91 also suggests that in situations where the 
market can be applied, it is likely that all agents have access to the information required. 
In the virtual community information transparency is also pursued. The focus on attracting many people to 
increase the social capital indicates this. In addition, it helps to prevent social dilemmas, such as the difference in 
perception by the community organiser and the members can cause. Information transparency throughout the 
community enables members to understand the objectives and needs of the members as well as the 
community itself.  
 
The clan’s culture & trust 
The clan form is most interesting. It indicates transactions which are so complex that the hierarchy nor the 
market can deal with them effectively. If no goal congruence exists, the objective might not even be achievable. 
In other words, the clan form prescribes the need for goal congruence in combination with trust. Although it is 
not clear whether Ouchi92 meant to indicate that goal congruence represents trust, Therefore they will be treated 
separately. Goal congruence can be interpreted as culture, and trust reinforces this aspect. Here then, the cultural 
aspect of the concept of the virtual community becomes important again, to explain how a community can 
effectively deal with its social dynamics as described above. Both culture and trust and their relationship to 
altruism and the virtual community have been explored in the earlier §7.3. As in this clan structure more 
complex relationships can be built, one would expect that if at all, this structure would support the appearance of 
altruism most. Therefore it leads to one general hypothesis: 
Hypothesis H1: 
Altruism is most likely to appear in a clan-structured community.  
(note: this hypothesis applies to all communities not only but also ICT based ones.) 
 
ICT infrastructure 
ICT is the basis on which the virtual community operates. In the previous chapter 4&6 this was already stressed. 
The different use of this infrastructure can alter the interaction patterns and change the view on establishment of 
personal identity. This will be discussed further in the following paragraph. However, at the same time it is 
generally argued that ICT is viewed as an enabler of interaction and not as a determinant.  
However, it is important to understand some aspects and characteristics of ICT to be able to organise a 
successful virtual community. Technologies differ significantly in the way they channel interaction messages. As 
is found in theory:  
“different technical settings of group communication on the Internet have different supporting mechanisms and 
communication processes. They do not work the same way in channelling communication messages. Virtual 
communities in one technological domain may exhibit different characteristics from communities in other 
domains, and the testing parameters and implementation techniques may Therefore need to be altered to 
accommodate domain differences”93.  
Therefore, this part of the paragraph will focus on the differences and similarities between various ICT-forms to 
understand their different impacts on interaction, and subsequently, to be able to provide insight into the impact 
it could have on the appearance of altruism. 
 

                                                             
90 Kollock (1999) 
91 Williamson (1975) 
92 Ouchi (1980) 
93 Liu (Sept 1999) 
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ICT in general 
ICT offers two basic capabilities to use, namely the communication capability, but also a processing capability. 
Thompson94 sees these capabilities as follows. He identifies three main technological systems, namely: ‘serial’, 
‘intensive’, and ‘mediating technology’. Serial refers to the automation characteristic of ICT, e.g. assembly 
lines; intensive refers to data processing technologies, e.g. word processing applications; while mediating 
technology is based on networking capabilities, e.g. interaction tools for collaboration and co-ordination. The 
first two represent the processing capability, while the last relates more to the communication capability. Note 
that this also corresponds to the virtuality discussion earlier, in which an ‘use of potential’ dimension was 
identified, ranging from ‘efficiency’ to ‘full use of potential’. In relation to these two capabilities, the former can 
then also be interpreted as ‘doing the same easier and with less costs’, while the latter relates more to creating 
new relations between people, organisations, and objects, in which it’s obviously centred around communication. 
 
However, both capabilities are tightly related. For example, some of the processing capabilities mentioned by 
Davenport and Short95, such as the analytical and informational capability, enhance the electronic integration 
effect mentioned by Malone96. 
 
However, Virtual communities are different from traditional communities, because interaction is mediated 
through this infrastructure and technology. This refers to the interaction capability. Therefore, our main focus 
will be on this capability. This leads to the question of which ICT forms are currently used to interact in virtual 
communities. 
 
ICT forms to interact 
Smith and Kollock97 provide an overview of what they call ‘the landscape of cyberspace’. They focus on the 
major ‘communication’ technologies of approximately the last 20 years which enabled, according to them, 
some form of virtual community. They mention email and discussion lists, Usenet and Bulletin Board Systems 
(BBSs), text chat, Multiple User Dungeons (MUDs), WWW-sites, and graphical worlds. Not withstanding that 
this overview is complete, it does provide a classification of the kind of technologies currently used to interact. 
These technologies seem to be focused on Internet technologies except for the BBSs. However, it should be 
noted that Internet technologies are just one of the technologies that can be employed to develop virtual 
communities98. Other technologies fall under the heading of ‘proprietary systems’, e.g. ‘Compuserve’ used 
their own technologies to form their communities. However, because Internet technologies have the main 
advantage of universality99 and have worldwide reach, many virtual communities have been built on this Internet 
platform. Therefore, the focus in this study is on the ICT forms in this domain. 
 
The above overview of ICT-forms by Smith and Kollock are briefly described in appendix I. 
Two remarks, however, can be made about the descriptions of these technologies. First of all, technologies may 
be the wrong term to use as they are more methods or concepts of interaction, for example, email and the BBSs 
are both ASCII-based technologies. However, in this paragraph the term technologies will be used to indicate 
methods of interaction. 
Secondly, although the descriptions of the types do give some clues about the differences between them, it does 
not include an explanation of what characterises them. It also does not explain the effect on the messages, which 
are send over these channels. 
 
Overview of the differences between the various technologies 
Eventually several remarks need to be made about the overview of characteristics of the previous paragraph. 
First of all, although there may be other characteristics, which can be used to categorise technologies, the ones 
presented above are able to provide insight into the differences of the technologies mentioned by Smith and 
Kollock. 
Secondly, although such factors as reliability and security of the technology do play a significant role in the 
adoption of a technology100, they are not included here. In addition, it should also be noted that the values of the 
characteristics in this overview are complete or precise. Sometimes a broad interpretation can be made. 
Based on the overview of characteristics the communication technologies can be described as follows. A table to 
provide an overview has been included in appendix II. 

                                                             
94 Thompson (1967) 
95 Davenport and Short (Summer 1990) (further see appendix III) 
96 Malone et.al. (1987) 
97 Smith and Kollock (1999) 
98 Jansen, Steenbakkers & Jägers (Sept 1999) 
99 Dennis, Pootheri & Natarajan (Spring 1998) 
100 Webster (Sept 1998) 
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Email 
Email is normally used for text messages only, but since the explosive growth of the number of users accessing 
the Internet, more options have been added. These include layout formatting options (e.g. the use of HTML in 
an email message) and the use of attachments. This makes it a multimedia technology. Note, however, that 
when information files are send by attachment the information cannot be viewed in the email itself, but will need 
an external application. 
It is also the most known asynchronous technology to communicate. Nothing can be said about the time of 
arrival. There’s even no guarantee that the message has been received, although this does not occur often. The 
user has considerable control over the email he sends and receives, e.g. incoming messages can be blocked, but it 
remains a push technology as the receiver cannot choose which message to download. The content is 
unstructured with the exception of address and subject information. Some non-verbal cues can be added, such 
as using capitals to indicate stress on a certain word or using ASCII signs to create emoticons (signs for 
expressing emotions, e.g. :-) or :-p ). However, the recipient needs to know how to read these signs, which is 
often lacking. But a simple kind of identity can be transmitted. Furthermore, it is most often used to send a 
message to one person, but multiple addressees can be attached, and because the emails (interaction sessions) 
are generally stored locally storage is medium, just as analysing is, because most programs to read email offer 
limited search functions. 
 
Discussion list 
Discussion lists are based on email technology, but differ in some characteristics. The main difference lies in the 
fact that it is solely used for one-to-many communication. It is a broadcast technology just like television. 
Reactions from readers are sent by email back and are included in the next discussion list. Therefore, reactions 
often have no personal focus, but are addressed to the discussion list, and there is often no structure between the 
messages in one discussion message. It is also not common that attachments are used, Therefore, it is most often 
only text-based. 
A similar technology is the e-zine. An e-zine is also based on one-to-many communication, but reactions are 
often not possible. It is a periodic send email to many recipients with information on various topics. An example 
is ‘theCursor’ a Belgium e-zine, or ‘The McKinsey Quarterly Newsletter’. In contrast to the discussion list the 
content of the message is often structured and sometimes uses HTML layout to provide more vividness. 
 
Bulletin board systems (BBS) 
Taking the Usenet as the example of the BBS, then BBSs share characteristics with email and discussion lists. 
All are asynchronous technologies, however, BBSs are text-based with the exception of the so-called binary 
groups, which are messages in binary format. These are used to leave different files, such as programs, in a 
message format for others to download. Similar to email it uses a pull mechanism. Users can download just 
the messages that they want, but posting messages are subject to structure. The Usenet contains a structure for 
keeping an overview of the various newsgroups available. Messages in a newsgroup are threaded to be able to 
identify the specific subject of the discussion. Users are required to post messages in the correct newsgroup and 
under the correct message if it is a comment to a specific message. The difference between the three technologies 
lies in the interaction pattern. BBSs are focused on many-to-many communication. 
 
Text chat 
Text chat is provided by many applications running on the Internet. These applications are sometimes also called 
‘instant messaging’ applications. Examples include, yahoo messenger, MSN messenger, ICQ, etc. . It is 
characterised by the fact that unlike email, discussion lists, and BBSs, text chat is a synchronous technology. 
There are some variations in the interpretation of synchronous communication. For example, in some 
applications the user first has to type the text before being able to send it to the other person, while other 
applications immediately send every letter typed. However, text chat requires the other person to be co-present 
when talking to one another. Most chat applications have therefore also included an option to view who is on-
line and who is offline. 
All interaction patterns are available and it is highly unstructured. It does use a pull mechanism, in that, an user 
can choose to talk or ignore a specific individual or group, but because it’s highly unstructured options to analyse 
stored information is often not provided by the applications. In addition many instant messaging applications 
allow the use of emoticons and some allow displaying actions. 
 
Multi User Dungeons (MUDs)  & Object Oriented (MOOs) 
As mentioned in the appendix I, MUDs and MOOs are text-based technologies and provide the same 
functionality as email, discussion lists, BBSs and text chat do. However, mapping is higher than those 
technologies as it allows simulating a real environment and human behaviour. Analysing is also high as many 
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objects in the environment are structured and can be searched, including environment objects, but also people 
(profiles). 
 
WWW 
Web sites are characterised by its use of multimedia. It is a very visually based technology (text, images, video 
and audio), but soon it might deliver information to all five senses by new kind of controllers. In a sense, it 
brings all technologies together in one specific place, namely the URL (Uniform Resource Locator), as text chat, 
email, discussion lists, BBSs, MUDs and MOOs are all supported. 
 
Graphical worlds 
Graphical worlds resemble MUDs and MOOs the most in characteristics, however, graphical worlds focus on 
creating true 3D environments. They make full use of multimedia, as well as mapping. 
 
Parameters 
In short these technologies differ in several parameters: in breath; speed; range; mapping; interaction pattern and 
storage & analysing. These parameters can have the following impact on the media: 
 
Breadth 
Breadth is interpreted as the use of multimedia. When lean media (low breadth) are used, the user may be 
required to learn how to express certain information, such as feelings or non-verbal cues, to present the same 
information as he or she could have done by using a rich medium. This may result in misunderstandings during 
initial communication sessions as well as in a long learning curve to use the medium. This may be perceived as 
an initial obstacle. However, when this obstacle is conquered, the lean medium may present a similar rich 
environment, possible even with more expression potential and faster use.. An example in our case are the 
abbreviations of actions in text-based environments, such as ‘LOL’ which means ‘laughing out loud’ and ‘BRB’ 
which means ‘be right back’. In addition, new expressions may easily be incorporated, unlike a fixed rich 
medium might be able to. Therefore there can be said that in the case of ‘lean media’ (low breath), it  will 
require a longer learning curve101 to use, but may eventually provide a richer expression environment which 
may even be faster to use.  
In relation to altruism, one can expect that in case of this richer expression one would be tempted to show 
compassion easier that without it, due to the fact that the image of the ‘other’ is clearer. The longer term of 
learning could be of less importance. Therefore the hypothesis could be stated as: 
Hypothesis H2: 
With richer media altruistic behaviour will be better supported than with lean media.  
 
Speed 
Speed is interpreted as synchronous (real-time) versus asynchronous communication. It is sometimes suggested 
that asynchronous communication results in better formulated questions and answers as it leaves time to think. 
Synchronous communication, however, may positively influence the perception on the interaction partner as the 
user does not have to wait for an answer without knowing why. This is often experienced, for example, in some 
newsgroups. If no comment is given on your statement, the perception on the usefulness of this newsgroup is 
negatively influenced. Therefore, more synchronous communication may positively influence the perception 
on the interaction partner, while asynchronous communication may result in better formulated and well thought 
of dialogs. This positive expression of the perception could enforce the appearance of altruism. It could enhance   
and improve a clearer view of the ‘other’. On the other hand the better formulation could also enhance the 
quality of the view of the other.  A clear hypothesis related to speed is therefore difficult to construct.  
But still research about this criterion could be essential. It will therefore be researched in the case.  
Hypothesis H3: 
Adequate implementation of synchronous and a-synchronous media will enhance the appearance of 
altruism in the virtual community. 
 
Range 
Range is determined by a pull versus push mechanism and a structured versus unstructured variable. As push 
delivers all messages to the user, he or she may feel overwhelmed and experience what is called ‘information 
overload’. Pull, however, requires the user to shift through all or a subset of messages to find the ones he or she 
wants to participate in. This may put also considerable strain on the user before he or she even has participated in 
a single dialog. Structured it may provide a good overview of the discussion, but it may as well constrain the 
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user to express his thoughts easily, while unstructured may blur the discussion instead. Therefore, when pull 
and push mechanisms are well balanced it will support the user’s ability to access the virtual community, while 
a well balanced structured versus unstructured dialog will support the user’s ability to understand a 
discussion better and increase his ability to participate in a discussion 
This paradox of ‘push and pull’ could be compared to the paradox of ‘give and take’. And as altruism has 
everything to do with ‘giving’ and far less with ‘taking’, one could expect that push media would improve the 
appearance of altruism. Resulting in the following hypothesis: 
Hypothesis H4: 
Media based on a Push-mechanism will enhance the appearance of altruistic acts.  
 
Mapping 
Mapping is interpreted as the options offered to simulate real-world interaction. In this sense, it is closely 
related to the breadth characteristic, in that, all media have expression potential, but some media just offer better 
ways to accomplish this. However, when mapping is low which may mean that it does not present social cues 
such as e.g. status and power, etc. it may positively influence communication, as some people feel less inhibited 
to speak freely102. Then again, this may also lead to extreme situations where people act violently (verbally 
speaking) as they feel no responsibility for their actions. Examples of these are ‘flaming’ in newsgroups, virtual 
rapes, etc. Therefore low mapping may have a positive effect on communication in situations where people have 
introvert character traits, while it may lead to extreme verbal-violence in other situations. In altruism the reality 
element is obvious, in the quest for ‘self’ and ‘other’ people tend to help real people easier than empty puppets. 
This is related to the fact that the absence of responsibility among ‘fake people’ will not motivate people to 
(really) help. Therefore the hypothesis can be stated as:  
Hypothesis H5: 
Real-life simulations will not enforce altruistic behaviour. 
 
Interaction pattern   
The interaction pattern is divided in broadcast technologies and interactive ‘two-way communication’ 
technologies. It can be understood that ‘broadcast’ is not our focus as interaction between participants is central 
in virtual communities, which is ‘two-way’ communication. Thus, although ‘one-to-many’ may be perceived as 
a broadcast it should not be interpreted this way. 
Based on this perspective, the media types differ in message directing. When one-to-one communication is taken 
place the messages are targeted towards a specific individual, in other words the interaction is highly 
personalised. In contrast, many-to-many interaction may be highly depersonalised, just as it is the case with 
one-to-many interaction. When interaction is personalised it may have a positive influence on relationship 
development. Therefore, when interaction is personalised it may have a positive influence on communication 
and subsequently on relationship development in a virtual community. This parameter again supplies us with a 
challenging paradox, between the ease of sharing through broadcasting versus the more personalised sharing 
through interaction. In altruism the one to many could be used, as the actor does not expect anything in return 
form his or her gift. On the other hand the interaction might support the eventual altruistic action in the way that 
a person can establish the good to others. The better one thinks an action could be to the other might influence 
the actor. Therefore the hypothesis will choose the quality over the ease to the actor, as ease to the actor plays no 
part in altruism. An extra addition to this could also be the reinforcement of reciprocity in interaction. 
Hypothesis H6 
Interactive media will support the existence of altruism in the virtual community, better than 
broadcasting systems.  
 
Storage & analysing 
Storage refers to the ability to store all kinds of information, such as interaction sessions, profiles, etc. This 
provides a rich historical environment to analyse, unlike a traditional community would be able to offer, as 
these cannot store every communication session. It may provide users to understand the virtual community itself, 
or the people with whom he or she is interacting, better. However, it may also give the member an unpleasant 
feeling of being observed the whole time, the so-called ‘big brother’ effect. This may negatively influence a 
member’s perception of the virtual community. On the other hand this type of controlling can also prevent 
misuse or criminal behaviour. Therefore, Storage and analysing may, if correctly used, have a positive influence 
on communication as it enables members to get to know the interaction partner as well as the interaction 
environment.  The enforcing of values which is possible in a virtual community, through better knowledge of 
each other and learning from historical information could enhance the appearance of altruism in a virtual 
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environment. Really getting to know each other could also trigger the feeling of similarities and kinship among 
members.  As a result the hypothesis is as follows: 
Hypothesis H7: 
Storage and analysis of historical experiences and evidence will improve the appearance of altruism in 
virtual communities.  
 
Summary  
Unfortunately it is impossible to find a complete exploration in the literature focusing on this issue, keeping up 
with the amount of research in this field. Even though it must exist. Therefore, a deeper exploration could 
enhance this theory in future research on virtual communities. 
 
However, some hypotheses for the Research model can be drawn.  
H1 Altruism is most likely to appear in a clan-structured community.  
H2 With richer media altruistic behaviour will be better supported than with lean media.  
H3 Adequate implementation of synchronous and a-synchronous media will enhance the appearance of 

altruism in the virtual community. 
H4 Media based on a Push-mechanism will enhance the appearance of altruistic acts.  
H5 Real-life simulations will not enforce altruistic behaviour. 
H6 Interactive media will support the existence of altruism in the virtual community, better than 

broadcasting systems.  
H7 Storage and analysis of historical experiences and evidence will improve the appearance of altruism in 

virtual communities. 
 
Visually these hypotheses are like the following figure: 
 

 
Figure 7.6 Research Overview of Hierarchy and ICT Infrastructure 
 
 

7.5 Identity 
After the explorations on the issues of culture and hierarchy and ICT infrastructure this part of the paragraph will 
discuss the term of identity in relation to the virtual community and altruism. As was seen in the chapters 3 to 6 
the subject of identity is of great importance to both of the major subjects in this thesis. As a result the themes of 
‘Similarity’ and ‘Commonness’ as found in the theory on the virtual community will also be related to this 
theme. Identity also came up again in the two other themes in this paragraph. Therefore there needs to be said 
that identity as discussed in this part is not the same as the ‘shared identity as discussed under culture. First the 
term of identity itself will be explained, afterwards the term will be discussed in real-life and in the virtual 
environment, which will show the problems and issues, which are important to the research on the virtual 
communities and altruism.   
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The term ‘identity’ 
Identity is a multi-layered concept. It consists of three different notions, namely: persistent identity, 
reputation, and background. These notions and their relations form the basis for a further characterisation of the 
three extreme virtual community types, as mentioned in §6.3. 
 
Persistent identity 
The first notion of identity is that it creates a so-called persistent identity103. Based on this persistent identity a 
person can tell if he or she interacted with another person before. In other words, it represents the basis for 
identification. 
In the literature it is often said, that identity can take the form of fully identified, partially identified, or full 
anonymity104. Anonymity is the opposite of the persistent identity, and allows full privacy. Donath formulates 
this as follows: “Anonymity is touted as the saviour of personal freedom”105, but it also shirks all responsibilities 
and Therefore, it is an invitation to criminal behaviour. 
In addition, because anonymity also does not offer ways to use a cognitive-emotive script, this form is often not 
positively viewed upon within a virtual community. “Anonymous messages serve to undercut the credibility of 
an author’s identity and argument”106. 
The partially identified and fully identified forms however, do create a persistent identity. These forms relate to 
the identified link with the real-world earlier. In the former this link may not exist but a virtual identity does, 
while in the latter the virtual and real-world identity are definitely one and the same. The reason to use the 
partially identified form is that it offers some privacy. An example is the use of a pseudonym, which may or may 
not be linked to a real-world person. This results in the age-old paradox between privacy and identity. But for the 
appearance of altruism identity is compulsory, in the relationship between the self and the other.  
 
Reputation 
The second notion of identity is based on the fact that the persistent identity can be extended to include a 
reputation107. This reputation shows how the person behaved in the past and can influence future interactions. 
According to Mieszkowski, it represents a status symbol in our society, i.e. it not only helps people to assess 
someone’s credibility, it also represents an incentive for the person himself to stay in a particular virtual 
community, because people are driven by status symbols108.  
Note that these two are quite different notions of identity then. The persistent identity is based on who you say 
you are, while the reputation is based on what you do and what other people think of these actions. In other 
words, reputation creates a more detailed identity based on the actions witnessed, to be used in the cognitive-
emotive script. Here the difference between who someone think he or she is and how other people perceive him 
or her, becomes apparent. This form of identification can enhance the view on the members of the community. 
Therefore it can also be useful for the appearance of altruism in those communities.  
 
Background 
The two notions of identity above are mentioned explicitly in the literature. Another notion, however, is often 
implicitly referred to. Unlike reputation, which is build by actions witnessed by others, this notion is based on 
the background of a person. It refers to a person’s political beliefs, professional affiliations, personal 
relationships, etc. These characteristics can greatly affect, how his or her statements are interpreted by another 
person109. Thus, it creates a more complete image of the identity of the interaction partner. This depth in 
someone’s identity can be used as a check-up. Earlier experiences can add to the entire picture. This has already 
been mentioned in relation to altruism before in §7.3 and §7.4.  
 
These three notions determine the identity of a person. In combination they provide a reference point for 
someone else’s cognitive-emotive script. In other words, it’s important for a person to establish an identity, 
because it enables other people to understand the messages send by this person, and based on their own 
cognitive-emotive script, they can react accordingly. Note that this is an important aspect in the virtual 
community, but not often stressed in the literature. Many authors have focused instead on the implications of 
identity deception in mediated environments, and how you can avoid being a victim of such practices110. To 
make yourself known in the community, however, faces similar difficulties, i.e. the identity establishment 
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processes are just as difficult as the ability to validate identities in mediated environments, but at the same time 
just as important to understand. It shows how interactions in virtual communities can be successful, rather than 
how it can go wrong, as is the case with identity deception.  
 
Identity in real-life 
The identity of a person in real-life allows us to interact with that person based on a cognitive-emotive script. 
This script can be interpreted as a classification scheme. It states who we are, and how we should relate to 
others111. In combination with the identity of a person, this script determines how we act towards that person. For 
example, the female/male dichotomy serves as a source of symbolic information in everyday interaction and is a 
property of someone’s identity. An illustration of this is the fact that a man often acts differently towards a 
woman than he would to a man. In other words, people classify each other based on identity cues such as these, 
before interacting, and adapt subsequently their verbal and non-verbal communication. Therefore, in 
communication, knowing the identity of those with whom you communicate is essential for understanding and 
evaluating an interaction112. This also applies to the phenomenon of altruism. The clearer the view of the ‘self’ 
and the ‘other’ it is essential. Therefore the first three Hypotheses can be stated as:  
 
Hypothesis I1: 
The identity of members needs to be persistent in virtual communities in order to support altruism. 
 
Hypothesis I2: 
The mentioning of reputation in virtual communities supports the appearance of altruism in those 
communities. 
 
Hypothesis I3: 
Knowledge of the background of the people in the virtual community supports the appearance of altruism 
in virtual communities.  
 
Donath also describes the model of honesty and deception in this virtual world.  
In the animal world there are many examples of identity deception to be found. Their deception is quite costly to 
those deceived, ranging from a lost meal to loss of life. However it is beneficial to the deceiver themselves, who 
gain food, child support and safety.  
But why the balance between honesty and deception stays the way it is, is still unanswered.  
The answer to why not all the undesirable and weak individuals pretend to be the opposite, is still heavily 
discussed among biologists. One way of explaining this is that signals can be divided into two major kinds.  
The assessment - and the conventional signals are the two different possibilities.  
Assessment signals are costly and the cost is directly related to the trait being advertised. E.g. big horns on a 
deer is a direct signal of strength, but the animal must indeed be quite strong to be able to support them. The 
horns are a signal, other deer can simply look at the size and need not directly test the true strength of the stag. 
This same sort of signal is also used by big bouncers at the door of a night-club. Therefore assessment signals are 
reliable, since the sending of the signal requires the sender to possess the actual trait.  
The other type is conventional signals. Here the signal is related to a convention or custom, the sender does not 
need to possess the actual trait to be able to send out the signal. E.g. wearing a T-shirt saying “Gold’s Gym 
Powerlifter” or stating “Mr. Deadlift” does not always mean that the person in it is indeed very strong, and is 
therefore not reliable and unstable. Especially when weightlifting T-shirts becomes normal among weaker 
individuals, the signal loses the meaning of strength completely. The reason according to Dawkins & Guilford113 
is that these signals are used however is the fact that they are usually less costly to the sender.  
But by imposing a high cost at being caught deceiving, or by punishing the deceiver the spread of deception can 
be limited or deterred in the future114. So by imposing high costs on deception a social system can make a 
conventional signal more reliable.  
 
Another way to approach the expression of identity in signals is researched by E. Goffman115. He makes a 
distinction between the “Expressions given” and the “Expressions given off”. The first are the deliberately 
stated messages indicating how one is wished to be perceived, where the second is the way in which the 
individual really is perceived. The latter are much subtler and sometimes unintentionally communicated through 
action and nuances. Both forms are subject to possible manipulation, but the “Expression given off” may be 
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much harder to control. E.g. convincingly saying: “ I am a woman” in a feminine voice may be quite challenging 
for any man.   
 
Language is also an important indication of group identity. It can support reliability where assessment signals 
are impossible or inadequate.  
Saville-Troike116 states it as follows: “…[R]egarding group membership. Language is a key-factor – an 
identification badge- both for self and outside perception.” Language patterns evolve within the community as 
the participants develop their styles of interaction, especially in phrases and abbreviations. Some are common in 
many different groups, where some are exclusive for one group only. E.g. a kin moving to a new region picking 
up the local accent or even language.  
 
Identity in a virtual environment 
In a virtual environment the use of identity is no different for interaction than it is in face-to-face interaction, but 
the identity cues are. Because face-to-face interaction allows identity cues such as clothing, actions, body 
language, etc., it is easier to interpret the interaction. In a mediated environment these cues are almost absent. 
Depending on the kind of mediated environment these cues may be more, or less available. For example, in an 
environment where only text can be exchanged, accompanied with a name, it is not easy to establish an identity 
or validate an identity of another person. This in turn makes it more difficult to interact because the essentials of 
an identity for the cognitive-emotive script are missing.  
In the virtual world there are some paradoxes in the interaction within the virtual community. These paradoxes 
lie at the basis of choice of tools for the virtual communities.  
A balance between Privacy and Accountability has to be found, for optimal existence of a virtual community. 
Also a trade-off has to be made between Reliability and Self-expression. And last but not least the battle 
between Security and accessibility will have to be fought out117.   
 
Conflicts due to the absence of identity cues 
In these environments it is likely that conflicts arise, because people do not know how to interact with one 
another. Some may have the intention to provoke other people, while others may just want to interact pleasantly. 
However, no identity cues are available in this environment to signal or interpret such intentions. In real-life 
such intentions may become clear based on, for example, clothing. A person in ragged jeans, torn shirt, and who 
smells real bad, sends out an unpleasant signal, which can be interpreted as to stay away from him or her. This is 
not the case in this mediated environment and may lead to unpleasant situations. 
 
Identity deception 
Another effect of the scarcity of identity cues is identity deception. With few identity cues available to validate 
an identity, a person can pretend to be someone else. Common in mediated environments are gender deceptions, 
age deceptions, but also identity deception itself, i.e. impersonation….. This is especially a disastrous and costly 
form of identity deception 118. 
Although in general these deceptions are considered a violation in interaction, in a less drastic form it may be 
seen as an enhancement of interaction, because identity deceptions are often acts of omission, rather than 
commission. This can be explained as follows: people interact based on their cognitive-emotive script and the 
identity of the other person. This may, however, also restrict their actions. For example, a person may not like 
another person based on the physical appearances, or because of his or her status or age. This may inhibit a 
successful interaction. The mediated environment, however, enables to omit certain identity cues which may 
resolve this issue. In fact, the interactions between people may eventually be more emotionally satisfying, when 
the identity cues which represent physical inhibitions in face-to-face interaction, are removed or less easy to 
read119. 
 
Intent 
These issues illustrate that the identity establishment- and validation processes need to be adjusted in a mediated 
environment. Donath, for example, observes that in various Usenet newsgroups people need to pay attention to 
headers, the name, the style of writing, signatures, and the relation between all these elements, to read someone’s 
identity. It brings up another important point though, which is useful for the Research model, namely how 
mediated environments are seen in general. This can be explained by using the term ‘intent’.  
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Some people view the virtual community as a playground to experiment with identity deceptions such as the 
ones described above, while others view it as another communication medium where identity deception has no 
place. In other words, the difference lies at the ‘intent’ of participation. The former is focused on the intent to 
‘perform’, while the latter is focused on the intent to ‘be’120. This can cause considerable conflict within the 
virtual community when two people do not have the same perception. For example, in a virtual community 
focused on intimate relationships a person may be extremely offended, when the person with whom he or she 
interacted turns out to be of the same sex. A gender deception like this may be acceptable in another type of 
virtual community (e.g. in a fantasy type), while in this one it is totally unacceptable. The Research model can be 
extended with this additional characteristic. The virtual community needs to make clear which perception is 
desired. In relation to altruism the same applies. In performance one will not easily help the other, this is 
comparable to the discussion under ‘real-life simulation’, discussed in the paragraph on ICT infrastructure.  
 
In general the right application of the three basic terms of identity (persistence, reputation, background) can 
prevent this kind of deception because of absence of identity cues.  
Together with the different signals and use of language this can be seen as the basis of the concept of identity in 
the virtual community. 
This leads us to the following hypotheses: 
 
Hypothesis I4: 
A common language among the members of the community will enhance the appearance of altruism in the 
virtual community. 
 
Hypothesis I5: 
The perception of the community ‘to be’ will support the appearance of altruism in virtual communities.  
 
Summary  
After this discussion of the theme of identity the following hypothesis have been found: 
 
I1 The identity of members needs to be persistent in virtual communities in order to support altruism. 
I2 The mentioning of reputation in virtual communities supports the appearance of altruism in those 

communities. 
I3 Knowledge of the background of the people in the virtual community supports the appearance of 

altruism in virtual communities.  
I4 A common language among the members of the community will enhance the appearance of altruism in 

the virtual community. 
I5 The perception of the community ‘to be’ will support the appearance of altruism in virtual communities.  
 
In short it can be shown in the following figure: 
 

 
 
Figure 7.7 Research Overview Identity 

 

                                                             
120 O’Brien (1999), pp.93 
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Key Issues 
 
 Combination of Altruism and Virtual Communities §7.2 

 Identity 
 Culture & Values 
 ICT Infrastructure 

 
 Culture & Values     §7.3 

 Definitions of Culture 
 4 types of Virtual Communities based on Culture 

- Information based VC 
- Knowledge based VC with partners 
- Knowledge based VC with experts 
- Communities of Practice 

 Potential for interaction 
 Definitions of Trust 

- Deterrence based trust 
- Knowledge based trust 
- Identification based trust 
- Impersonal- or institutional-based trust 

 
 Hierarchy and ICT infrastructure   §7.4 

 Organisational structures 
- Market structure 
- Hierarchy structure 
- Clan stucture 

 Organisational formats in relation to VC 
- Hierarchy as poor fit 
- Market transparency 
- Clans culture & trust 

 ICT infrastructure 
- ICT in general 
- Froms to interact 

 Various technologies 
-  E-mail 
- Discussion list 
- BBS 
- Text chat 
- MUD’s & MOO’s 
- WWW 
- Graphical worlds 

 Parameters 
- Breadth 
- Speed 
- Range 
- Mapping 
- Interaction pattern 
- Storage & Analysing 
-  

 Identity     §7.5 
 The term Identity 

- Persistent Identity 
- Reputation 
- Background      

 Identity IRL 
 Identity in VC 

- Conflicts due to absense of ID cues 
- ID deception 
- Intent 
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8 Research model 
 
 

8.1 Introduction 
Finally after the exploration of the two subjects in chapters 3 till 6, and the discussion of the three research issues 
in chapter 7, this chapter will describe the eventual research model as it can be built out of all the earlier theories. 
Subjects. First all the hypotheses will be put together in §8.2. In §8.3 the eventual model will be shown.  
 
 

8.2 Hypotheses 
During the exploration of the research issues three groups of hypotheses have been found:  
From the issue of culture these were: 
C1 The stronger the culture or shared identity, the more members will be motivated to act altruistically.  
C2 The presence of information about previous interactions enhances the appearance of altruism in the 

virtual community. 
C3a Recognition of cultural similarity between the virtual community and the actor will enhance the 

appearance of altruism. 
C3b  Therefore more exchange of cultural issues also enhances altruism. 
C4 The existence of an initial culture of dispositional trust enforces the appearance of altruism in the virtual 

community. 
 
From the Hierarchy and ICT infrastructure part these were: 
H1 Altruism is most likely to appear in a clan-structured community.  
H2 With richer media altruistic behaviour will be better supported than with lean media.  
H3 Adequate implementation of synchronous and a-synchronous media will enhance the appearance of 

altruism in the virtual community. 
H4 Media based on a Push-mechanism will enhance the appearance of altruistic acts.  
H5 Real-life simulations will not enforce altruistic behaviour. 
H6 Interactive media will support the existence of altruism in the virtual community, better than 

broadcasting systems.  
H7 Storage and analysis of historical experiences and evidence will improve the appearance of altruism in 

virtual communities. 
  
And from the Identity discussion these were: 
I1 The identity of members needs to be persistent in virtual communities in order to support altruism. 
I2 The mentioning of reputation in virtual communities supports the appearance of altruism in those 

communities. 
I3 Knowledge of the background of the people in the virtual community supports the appearance of 

altruism in virtual communities.  
I4 A common language among the members of the community will enhance the appearance of altruism in 

the virtual community. 
I5 The perception of the community ‘to be’ will support the appearance of altruism in virtual communities.  
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8.3 Overview of Research Issues 
 
From these hypotheses the following visual model can be built. 
 

 
 
Figure 8.1 Research Overview all three Issues  
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9 Case Methodology 
 
 

9.1 Introduction 
This chapter describes the methodology used for the case study.  
In the first section the objective and importance of case research will be explored and explained. In the following 
sections the use and the different types of case study in general are discussed, followed by the methodology used 
in this case. 
 
 

9.2 Objective and importance Case Research 
In this thesis the case study will be used to explore and test the model and hypotheses on their relevance and 
utility in real life. As the model and the hypotheses were built out of pure theoretical research, some link to 
practical use is necessary to reveal their value.  
As mentioned in 2.6 a qualitative method of research will be used, because of the complexity of subjects in this 
thesis. This also implies that the study will adopt a Phenomenological view, along the line of a Qualitative, 
Subjectivist, Humanistic and Interpretivist approach, instead of the Qualitative, Objectivist, Scientific, 
Experimentalist, Traditionalists view of the Positivistic paradigm121.  
 
 

9.3 Use and types of Case Research  
“A case study is an extensive examination of a single instance or phenomenon of interest.”122.  
The importance of the context is essential and Eisenhardt refers to the case study as “a research study which 
focuses on understanding the dynamics present within a single setting.”123. Bonoma, notes that it must be 
“constructed to be sensitive to the context in which the management behaviour takes place”124.  
A unit of analysis is the kind of case to which the studied variables or phenomena and research problem refer, 
and about which the data is collected and analysed. A case study approach implies a single unit of analysis, such 
as a company or a group of workers, an event, a process or even an individual. It involves gathering detailed 
information about the unit of analysis, often over a very long period of time, with a view to obtaining in-depth 
knowledge. You can have a single case or a number of cases in a research study.  
 
Case studies are often described as exploratory research, used in areas where there are few theories or a 
deficient body of knowledge. However this is not their only form.  
Scapens adds the following types125:  
 Descriptive case studies, where the objective is restricted to describing current practice.  
 Illustrative case studies, where the research attempts to illustrate new and possibly innovative practices 

adopted by particular companies.  
 Experimental case studies, where the research examines the difficulties in implementing new procedures 

and techniques in an organisation and evaluating the benefits. 
 Explanatory case studies, where existing theory is used to understand and explain what is happening.  
 
Otley and Berry add another type126. This is a case study, which arises by chance; circumstances occur which 
give the researcher access and the opportunity to examine a phenomenon. Although such a study may be 
limited to just a few aspects of organisational life, the results can be extremely stimulating and original. The 
different types of case studies are not exclusive and one type may be combined with or merge into another. The 
methods used to collect data in a case study include documentary analysis, interviews and observation.  
 
Yin identifies the following characteristics of case study research127:  
 The research aims not only to explore certain phenomena, but also to understand them within a particular 

context.  

                                                             
121 Hussey & Hussey, 1997, p.47. 
122 Hussey & Hussey, 1997, p.65. 
123 Eisenhardt, 1989, p.534. 
124 Bonoma, 1985, p.204. 
125 Scapens, 1990. 
126 Otley & Berry, 1994. 
127 Yin, 1994. 
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 The research does not commence with a set of questions and notions about the limits within which the study 
will take place.  

 The research uses multiple methods for collecting data, which may be both qualitative and quantitative.  
 
These characteristics are open to debate and are set in a phenomenological paradigm. If you were taking a more 
positivistic approach, you might wish to commence with a strong theoretical foundation and specific research 
questions. Whichever paradigm you operate under, there are similarities in the research process.  
 
The main stages of this process are128:  
 Selection of your case 
 Preliminary investigations 
 The data stage 
 The analysis stage 
 The report stage 
 
In a phenomenological study it is essential that you quote extensively from the data you have collected through 
interviews and other means. Diagrams are often helpful for explaining the patterns you see emerging.  
Although the case study approach can be a satisfying methodology, there are some weaknesses. Access to a 
suitable organisation is often difficult to negotiate and the process of the research can be very time consuming. 
It is also difficult to decide on the delimitation or boundaries of the study. Even though you might be focussing 
on a particular group or unit, they often do not exist in a vacuum, but rather interact with the surrounding 
context. Whatever the unit of analysis it will have a history and a future, which will influence the view on the 
present. 
 
 

9.4 The Virtual Helix Case 
As noted in 2.6 and the first section of this chapter the approach used in this study is based on a 
phenomenological paradigm. This perspective is used as a basis for the methodology in this case.   
 
The unit of analysis will be the community of the Virtual Helix. The Virtual Helix is a community started in 
2000, by some people from within the AQEURO Company, together with professionals from other parts of the 
marketplace. Since the foundation of the community the group has grown to about 40 members. More 
information about this can be found in section 10.2. 
 
The types of case study, which will be used to check the relevance of the model is related to the 
phenomenological paradigm, used in this research. Together with the objective stated in 9.2 the best case 
approach is the combination of the illustrative and experimental types.  
Because of the new innovative background of this subject the illustrative will be best suited to explain the new 
elements in the model. The experimental type will best to explain the lessons learnt in this innovative 
community.  
 
The research phases in the process are as follows:  
During the selection phase the best suitable case study will be examined. Because of the complexity and 
innovative edge of the subjects, finding a perfectly suitable case was difficult.  
In this case it took a while before finding a case suitable for research on altruism. After an extensive search 
through several canals and with the use of sources, this case was found.  
 
The preliminary investigations will have to be extensive. Because of the difference in the background fields, 
understanding the context will be a difficult and complex process. 
In the Virtual Helix central information on past activities was documented and stored in the community. After a 
preliminary meeting this archive was used for literary research on the history and context of the community.  
 
The data stage can be done quite quickly in comparison to the earlier phases, if the context and subjects are 
sealed off in clear boundaries. Important however will be to keep a clear and objective view on the collected 
information from interviews, documentary research and other evidence. This empirical data will be discussed in 
chapter 10.  

                                                             
128 Hussey & Hussey, 1997, p.66-67. 
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In the VHLX case I interviewed 10 of the members of the community. First the questionnaire was distributed 
among the members. After that a telephone round throughout the community was used as follow-up. Also a 
Helix-night was attended in Zwolle, the Netherlands, where a small segment of the members were present.  
Some answered to the questions through e-mail; others were interviewed by phone, while most were interviewed 
face-to-face. These interviews took an average of one and a half hours, depending on the specificity or depth of 
information the interviewees had to offer. 
 
The analysis will be done according to this methodology, first a clear setting of the context and history of the 
community will be made. Sequentially the found data will be compared to the theoretical model and hypotheses 
given in the earlier chapters. (Chapter 10) 
At the same time information from other cases and prior evidence will be used to further explain conclusions in 
this case, comparable to the opportunity type of case study. Lessons learnt from other cases might be helpful to 
deepen the understanding of this case. This will be used especially in the case of comparative hypotheses. 
(Chapter 11) 
 
The conclusions on the issues of central culture, hierarchy & infrastructure and identity will be discussed in the 
final chapter 12.  
 
Eventually all this will be reported in the following part of the thesis.  
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IV The Virtual Helix Case study  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The study and knowledge of the universe would somehow be lame and defective were no 
practical results to follow.  

Marcus Tullius Cicero (106–43 BC), Roman orator, philosopher, statesman.  
 
 
Without any relationship to the real world this model may prove to completely irrelevant. Therefore a case study 
was employed to check the hypotheses in an existing virtual community. 
 
For this case study the Virtual Helix community was chosen, mainly because of the strong cultural awareness 
among the members. I heard about this new initiative by pure serendipity. While at the same time all other 
communities I had come up with turned out to be non-altruistic, the Virtual Helix shared information without 
reserve.  
  

I II III IV V 
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10 Empirical Research Virtual Helix  
 
 

10.1 Introduction 
In this chapter the Virtual Helix case will be presented.  
First an introduction about the virtual community will explain the context and overview of the community. This 
introduction is based on material and data from the Virtual Helix archives.  
 
Sequentially the three basic parts of the model will be discussed, together with the different hypotheses 
mentioned in former chapters. Evidence for these subjects was gathered through several interviews with the 
members, which were10 in total, of which one was done through e-mail and another by phone, together with one 
evening meeting with 8 of the members. The questionnaire for these interviews can be found in the appendix IV, 
as all the meetings were conducted in Dutch the questions were also stated in Dutch, and were based on the 
hypotheses formed in earlier chapters.  
In section 10.3 the culture and related issues to the culture will be discussed, followed by the hierarchy and 
infrastructure in section 10.4. Eventually the use of identity in the Virtual Helix will be given in the last 
paragraph.  
 
 

10.2 Introduction Virtual Helix 
The community called Virtual Helix was initiated by the members who were originally from a company called 
AQUERO Holding NV..  
AQEURO is a company specialised in training and resourcing in the field of ICT and Consultancy. It exists on 
the combined field of human and technology, consisting of several sub-companies. These companies use the 
different specialities of their particular services, while using the strength of scale of the larger federal office.  
AQUERO is part of the larger structure of the ‘Aquarius’ Holding NV.  This association works as a platform for 
entrepreneurs and managers wishing to meet and exchange their experiences, views and expectations. 
Fundamental is the combination of professional and personal functioning in a world in which Business is getting 
more and more based on personality and added value. In the operational implementation of these assignments 
Aquarius no longer takes part. Suppliers and Clients have direct and exclusive contact among themselves 
without any intermediation of Aquarius.  
 
Context Virtual Helix 
The situation of the context of the Virtual Helix can be visualised in the following figure.  
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 10.1 Context Organogram AQEURO and Aquarius 
 
AQEURO consists of three major departments, each with their own speciality and focus, AQEURO Resourcing, 
AQEURO ICT Services and AQEURO Solutions.   
At the same time the vision and culture of the company is very strong and well integrated throughout this 
structure. 
 
Vision and culture of AQEURO 
Their vision can be stated as:  

   NL BE       SA UK  

AQUERO 

Solutions 
e-content 

Aquarius  
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e-business 

Resourcing 
e-source 

Virtual Helix 
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‘Information and Communication technology is and will become more of a key issue for the success of 
organisations, in the coming years. Empowerment of human energy will be essential in this development’129 

 
Their culture explains the more than average drive behind the company and also their main goal of training and 
resourcing people of different origins and experience. Their logo also shows their view on people. Their culture 
is a very important tool in the expression of this vision.  It is based on the Dutch proverb and oldest management 
principle in the world: 'De mens is de maat van alle dingen', meaning that people are the standard for all things. 
Their culture can be described as ‘contemporary and spiritual’, where sober commercial action is combined with 
actively using the full extent of human energy. Core to this culture is the profile of realistic and compassionate 
enterprise. 
The philosophy behind this view can be explained according to values like integrity, mutual respect and 
innovative expertise, where individual expression and enterprise are supported without leading to isolation or 
individualism.  
  
Overview Virtual Helix (VHLX) 
The Virtual Helix is a community of information founded by Mr. J. van der Ent, the director of AQEURO. It has 
been built on the long-term perspective, to benefit from the exchange over a long-term period.  
It can be seen as a pragmatic community of members all striving to achieve their best.  
There is one Moderator, who organises all the information and exchanges.  
There is a membership fee of fl. 1100.- (about € 500) per year, which is mainly used to facilitate the platform 
and finance the monthly events.  
Every month a ‘Helix Night’ is organised for all the members and new entrants to meet.  
 
Within the community all people represent the company they work for, while membership is in a real name only. 
This guarantees that all the members of the community are constant and stable.  
 
In the VHLX there are different segments and profiles according to the origin or work field of the member. This 
makes sure one field does not get over represented. 
There is a special way of joining. Because diversity among members is preferred, not everybody can enter. A 
possible entrant will have to be introduced by a present member, to prevent overcrowding with sleepers (= 
people who only listen without participating). At the same time this new member can be supported by the contact 
he or she had already found. This further enhances the exchange and trust among the members.  
Everybody adds to the community at their own will and motivation. Therefore membership is completely 
voluntary.  
 
Role of VHLX 
The Helix has the basic idea of unity without breaking down individuality. Within this idea, the role of the Helix 
itself is to connect and enable four perspectives:  
- Human &labour 
- Technology & processes 
- Markets & community 
- Content of entertainment and new media.  
These define a family of companies around together four pillars. 
 
History VHLX  
The community was started in 2000, as a bottom-up initiative of some of the people at AQEURO. Based on their 
experience in other communities, and from examples from their projects, they decided to build a different kind of 
community. The Virtual Helix was built on a more human and ethical basis, in combination with additional 
knowledge of technology and network theory. 
At this moment the community contains about 30 people. Since the start, one year ago, in total 45 people have 
been or are members.  
 
Objectives VHLX 
In short the objective if the Virtual Helix is the following:  
To supply aid to each other by way of coaching, transformation and investment.  

                                                             
129 www.aqeuro.com, 12-10-2001. 
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VHLX.NET 

Vision VHLX 
The Virtual Helix believes in transformation through renewal, without trying to upgrade existing structures and 
ways to be able to cope with the changing environment. This vision is applied to the companies that come to the 
VHLX for aid in change, learning and transformation. In the VHLX the original company is left intact, while a 
parallel new company is created to co-operate with and support the original company. This way the new 
structure fits optimally and without compromising the new and dynamic landscape surrounding it, while it uses 
the strength and power of the initial company. Later on in the process the weight of business can be transferred 
to the new company.   
 
Culture & Values VHLX 
The community treasures the idea of supporting three basic issues in their work, based on People, the Planet and 
Profit. Whenever one of these issues is dominant in any project an effort will be made to balance it with the 
others. For instance if a project turns out profitable for all the stakeholders and effort is made to also add an 
element aiding to the overall society, e.g. the ‘Regenboom project’, helping disabled people130. 
 
The VHLX also uses the theory of Steven Covey131 describing the use of an ‘Emotional Bank Account’. Every 
person in the community can withdraw from his or her account by using the help and effort of others. While a 
person can enhance their own credit through helping and understanding others, minding details, owing up to 
promises, explaining expectations, showing integrity and giving honest apologies for withdrawal from the 
account. This system of moral giving and taking is built on trust and honesty among the members of the 
community.  
This idea builds on the concept op plenty instead of shortage, where needs are what drives transaction instead of 
shortage and the fear of being left out.  
 
Structure VHLX  
The structure of the community is split up into three parts, each with their own specific focus. These three pillars 
are the Coaching Helix (VCH), the Transformation Helix (VTH), and the Investment Helix (VIH). 
 
 
    
 

 
Figure 10.2 Structure Virtual Helix        
 
 
AQEURO is only indirectly connected to the community in the extent that the main characters in the Community 
also work at AQEURO.  
 
Coaching Helix  
The virtual coaching helix is designed to support the members with organisational and personal coaches, with an 
ideal mix of skills and experience for Internet and ‘innernet’, together with creating maximum and sustainable 
business and personal growth.132 It is built to create synergy between four defining areas of the eConomy:  
 People &Labour 
 Technology 
 Communities & e-Communities and 
 Content building with entertainment and interactive media.  
 
Transformation Helix  
In this part of the Helix complete change is initiated with the use of  ‘Breakthrough Thinking’ and 
Transformation.  
                                                             
130 www.aqeuro.com, 12-10-2001. 
131 Covey, 1989. 
132 From: VHLX information folder.  
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The transformation flowchart shares a step-by-step process to enable organisations to join the eConomy while 
maintaining focus on existing business.  
In this department there are options for eWareness, eDucation, eDream Gallery, Virtual Reality Planning, Virtual 
Reality Doing, eVolution and Re-inspiration.  
 
Investment Helix  
This is the eConomy fund for organisations with a balance in Internet and ‘innernet’, where human capital and 
investment capital creates maximum synergy to expand in the eConomy. It is built on due-diligence based on 
four combined scans on Business, Culture, Finance and the Network.  
 
Altruism in the VHLX 
For this case the presence of altruism in this virtual community needs to be apparent.  
As stated in their objectives and as encountered in discussion with the members I found that a large amount of 
the members show a certain altruistic behaviour. According to the definition in earlier sections there have been 
many acts of help or sharing according to the definitions used in this thesis. This will also be further explored 
and explained in the coming section. I found the members help each other with confidential information, without 
any restraint, e.g. after a simple introduction of myself all the people I spoke to or mailed with, replied openly 
and in great detail about their work and companies, revealing highly personal or confidential information freely. 
 
 

10.3 Culture  
During the interviews the following hypotheses were discussed, in order to get a view on the impact of the 
culture in the community. In the following section this will be analysed, according to the cultural issues of 
interaction and the kind of trust found in the group.  
 
The hypotheses on culture were: 
C1 The stronger the culture or shared identity, the more members will be motivated to act altruistically.  
C2 The presence of information about previous interactions enhances the appearance of altruism in the 

virtual community. 
C3a Recognition of cultural similarity between the virtual community and the actor will enhance the 

appearance of altruism. 
C3b  Therefore more exchange of cultural issues also enhances altruism. 
C4 The existence of an initial culture of dispositional trust enforces the appearance of altruism in the virtual 

community. 
The results of the interviews will now be discussed in light of the hypotheses. 
 
C1 The stronger the culture or shared identity, the more members will be motivated to act 

altruistically. 
To this hypothesis there were three distinct reactions.  
One of the interviewed people stated that within the VHLX there is a state of a double ‘shared identity’. Within 
the group there is a central core surrounded by the rest of the community. Even though there is a common 
culture, there still are differences among the members.  
 
Also it turned out that some people have entered into the community and left disappointed, due to a difference 
in expectation. In the beginning of the community the commercial goals and cultural ideas weren’t as clearly 
stated, many people entered for the commercial gain, while the deeper cultural goal was one of sharing instead of 
making profit. This paradox in goals is seen as one of the strengths and also one of the weaknesses of the 
community. 
 
Another stated that the culture in the VHLX is in constant change. The values and norms among the members 
are acknowledged, but change continuously according to the dynamics in the environment around them. E.g. due 
to the present change in the economical climate, the VHLX is thinking of abandoning the financial and profit-
driven basis completely, resulting in a full voluntary and non-profit-driven community.  
With this change there is also a change in the members, some people who didn’t feel comfortable with this 
strong cultural heritage left quite soon after entering, thus concentrating the VHLX into a group of culturally 
like-minded people. Helping someone who understands you is easier, as stated by the interviewees. Still there is 
a large amount of altruistic activity among the members, e.g the sharing of information and experiences, 
implements and ideas.  
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C2 The presence of information about previous interactions enhances the appearance of altruism in 
the virtual community. 

Many of the interviewees stated that this is of influence to them, as it is covered in everyday practice by stories 
going around in the community. This way the real activities of the community give the members a better view on 
the group they belong to. It shows them if their present way of conduct is indeed productive or not.  
 
At the same time the stories of earlier altruistic acts also shows new members the positive long term effect of 
altruistic effort. It works as a sort of altruistic advertisement.  
 
One of the interviewees explained altruistic action as something purely personal, he explained that he became 
aware of the positive impact of sharing, because of selfless help he received once before. He stated that an earlier 
personal experience could trigger altruistic behaviour in someone, without it directly affecting others.  
 
C3a Recognition of cultural similarity between the virtual community and the actor will enhance the 

appearance of altruism. 
C3b  Therefore more exchange of cultural issues also enhances altruism. 
In the VHLX there is some diversity among the members, especially in their expectations and experiences. At 
the same time all members are male and all come from (different parts of) e-business or consultancy. The 
average age of the members is around 40 years.  
 
Among the interviewed members there still were many differences in culture, where one would be completely 
focussed on the business principle, others philosophised about moral issues. Still there is something binding 
them together morally. All reacted that was the influence of the founder, evangelising the cultural issues around 
the group. All members found some relationship in them. Some even said the community would cease to exist 
without this common cultural dialogue. Within the centre of this cultural bondage is the  idea of selfless 
sharing.  
 
If this exchange of the cultural tradition is the thing triggering the altruistic acts or the message itself is not to be 
said without reservation.  
 
C4 The existence of an initial culture of dispositional trust enforces the appearance of altruism in the 

virtual community. 
The trust among the members is an important issue in the VHLX.  
One of the interviewees explained that others could use much of the information distributed among the members 
as ammunition in a business environment. Handing out this knowledge with the intent to benefit others, 
ignoring the possible risk or consequences can only be done in a situation of complete trust.  
  
This trust is also built up from the way the members entered into the community. New members were 
introduced by members and were shown around by these patrons. This way, new entrants were trusted due to 
the fact that the person introducing them is trusted.  
 
On the opposite side there is no open threat of retaliation, in case this trust is abused.  

 
10.4 Hierarchy and Infrastructure 
In the interview the infrastructure and use of media were discussed according to the following hypotheses. 
H1 Altruism is most likely to appear in a clan-structured community.  
H2 With richer media altruistic behaviour will be better supported than with lean media.  
H3 Adequate implementation of synchronous and a-synchronous media will enhance the appearance of 

altruism in the virtual community. 
H4 Media based on a Push-mechanism will enhance the appearance of altruistic acts.  
H5 Real-life simulations will not enforce altruistic behaviour. 
H6 Interactive media will support the existence of altruism in the virtual community, better than 

broadcasting systems.  
H7 Storage and analysis of historical experiences and evidence will improve the appearance of altruism in 

virtual communities. 
 
In the following sections the evidence of each hypotheses will be discussed.  
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H1 Altruism is most likely to appear in a clan-structured community.  
The VHLX is an example of the clan-structured community. For full explanation on that subject see section 
7.4.  
 
Within the VHLX there is no chief or formal boss, no strict power structure of any kind, while there is high 
amount of trust among members and a strong culture holding the members together establishing a high goal 
congruence. (Many of the interviewees explained the structure of the community to be like a concentrated group 
of members with a central core of four or five people, however without any power difference among these two 
parts.) In combination with a high uncertainty in the environment this all adds up to a clan structure.  
 
According to the interviewees this structure allows and supports the members to act freely and according to 
general and personal values. They mentioned that this freedom allowed them to act more altruistically too.  
Because of the fact that all are responsible of their own actions, supervising and surveillance is unnecessary, 
leaving the members to help each other openly.  
 
H2 With richer media altruistic behaviour will be better supported than with lean media.  
In the interviews the subject of media was mentioned in two different ways.  
Some said that altruism is only in the nature of the actor itself, the media used has no influence at all.  
While others explained that the media could add to the appearance of altruism.  
Also the difference of the scale of the connection is of importance. A 1-on-1 relationship is carried out 
differently from a 1-to-many. The used media also has to be adapted to that. 
 
In combination with the social interactions and system of reference, which will be discussed further under the 
subject of Identity (section 10.5), overall the interviewees explained to prefer frequency to depth of interaction.  
Therefore lean media would be preferred because of its speed and ease.  
This however will only be the case when a strong social network already exists.  
At this moment the largest part of the interaction in the community is done through e-mail and telephone. The 
fastest and easiest media were the preferred mode op communication.  
 
H3 Adequate implementation of synchronous and a-synchronous media will enhance the appearance 

of altruism in the virtual community. 
When asked about synchronous and a-synchronous media most interviewees answered that access and time are 
the essential factors in their way of acting. The effect of real-time however was rather small, the possibility of 
connection however was seen as more important. The fact you can contact the community any time you want to 
share information, 24-7, was seen as more important than the fact that the contact is in real-time. In combination 
the speed was seen as important too. For example in interaction through e-mail, fast replies were essential.  
 
H4 Media based on a Push-mechanism will enhance the appearance of altruistic acts.  
This hypothesis is strongly linked to hypothesis H6. Where there is a core group in the VHLX who pushes main 
issues through the community, the aspect of the pull mechanism is also of great importance. Forcing information 
on to the members does not help the members to develop altruistic behaviour. Many stated it would only turn 
most members into lazy consumers of the given information, without getting motivated to share information. 
This will eventually mean the end of the sharing activities.  
The members stated that the combination of push and pull mechanisms is what makes the community share.  
This is related to the essence of interactivity, instead of only broadcasting the information and knowledge. This 
will be discussed under hypothesis H6.  
 
H5 Real-life simulations will not enforce altruistic behaviour. 
Simulations are no part of the VHLX, any ideas about this hypotheses would be purely based on speculation. 
Hence no supporting data could be identified.  
 
H6 Interactive media will support the existence of altruism in the virtual community, better than 

broadcasting systems.  
As stated under H4 interactivity is of essential importance to the members, as broadcasting of new ideas might 
trigger them to sharing more and new information. The possibility to react and interact is what keeps the 
members interested and active. If the subjects weren’t changing continuously, the community would stop to 
live and prosper.  
This off course is also the basis of Internet communication. Instead of only showing data, the possibility to 
interact activates people to react, intervene and innovate. According to the members of the VHLX this same 
principle also enhances their altruistic activities.  
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H7 Storage and analysis of historical experiences and evidence will improve the appearance of 
altruism in virtual communities. 

This hypothesis is related to the previous cultural information of C2. Many interviewees stated that this archive 
already exists in the community, but isn’t institutionalised or written down.  
Even though the minutes of meetings and other papers seem to enhance the solidity of the community (it gives 
the members a more solid base to operate on), it makes the community more tangible, more understandable and 
easier to explain to others. This enhances the feeling of security and therefore promotes altruistic activity among 
members.  

 
10.5 Identity 
The hypotheses for this issue were the following: 
I1 The identity of members needs to be persistent in virtual communities in order to support altruism. 
I2 The mentioning of reputation in virtual communities supports the appearance of altruism in those 

communities. 
I3 Knowledge of the background of the people in the virtual community supports the appearance of 

altruism in virtual communities.  
I4 A common language among the members of the community will enhance the appearance of altruism in 

the virtual community. 
I5 The perception of the community ‘to be’ will support the appearance of altruism in virtual communities.  
These were discussed in the interviews, together with the possibilities of conflicts and deception in the 
community. The conflicts will be further analysed in the following chapter.  
 
I1 The identity of members needs to be persistent in virtual communities in order to support 

altruism. 
In relation to this hypothesis there is the issue of anonymity. When a member is anonymous, the identity of that 
person is not clear and therefore not persistent.  
The interviews showed that all members in the VHLX are clear and persistent in their identity. When people 
enter into the VHLX the business a person operates in, their contacts and their added value are known.  This 
helps to build their identity.  
 
All members however agreed that without real-life meetings it is very difficult to build up a clear identity of 
anyone. Bringing us to the essence of this thesis, the question if altruism still exists in a virtual environment. The 
answers to this question varied, many of the interviewees thought it impossible without real life encounters, 
while others said it had no influence as long as the identity of a person was persistent and cleat enough. Here the 
system of reference is of influence. This will be discussed under the following hypothesis I2.   
 
Another interviewee explained that what is exchanged is of great importance to the interaction. For the exchange 
of ‘free or cheap’ information of minor importance, one doesn’t need to know anything about the other party. 
While it is of utmost importance to know everything about the source when information is highly valuable or of 
primary concern.  
 
So far there have been no problems or conflicts caused by the absence of identity cues, simply because 
identities are clear in the VHLX community. This way no one has thought of abusing the confidence and trust in 
the community, as it would be easy to point out the aggressor. As this has not been the case yet, the implications 
are not clear.  
 
I2 The mentioning of reputation in virtual communities supports the appearance of altruism in those 

communities. 
Enforcing someone’s identity by a third person is of great importance in the VHLX. As earlier members 
introduce the new entrants, the view and judgement of others are seen as trustworthy.  
This system of reference was explained by one of the interviewees, it has great impact on other interaction and 
trust (also see C4) of the community. After this system of ‘referred trust’ is introduced, information and 
knowledge are transferred swiftly and without extra safety measures, leaving speed and interactivity as the main 
denominators of success. (See H2-7) 
 
Another interviewee explained that two people, who trusted each other mutually, initiated this community (and 
many others). Each founder will then introduce new entrants into the group, therefore strangers aren’t accepted 
in that easily. So in the end it is indeed the use of this ‘referred trust’ and reputation built by others that effects 
the appearance of altruistic behaviour.  
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However in this introduction and reference the content of the reputation still has its effect, negative stories still 
have a negative effect on the eventual result of the relationship, sometimes not allowing people into the 
community. 
 
I3 Knowledge of the background of the people in the virtual community supports the appearance of 

altruism in virtual communities.  
This hypothesis is strongly linked to the two hypotheses on identity discussed earlier (I1+2). Therefore the 
eventual outcome is also linked to their analysis in the following chapter.  At this moment the person introduces 
a new member and checks the background information of an entrant. But it is not clear how and how well this 
information is transferred throughout the community.  
There is no mention of any other information about a person, apart from of the business background and 
professional identity. Further personal interests are left out of the dialogues. Therefore the effect of the full 
background and personal interests on altruism can’t be stated clearly.  
 
I4 A common language among the members of the community will enhance the appearance of 

altruism in the virtual community. 
In the first months of the VHLX there was a common language used, originating from the e-business jargon, as 
all members originated form that field.  
At this moment the jargon has been diluted, due to the entry of various new members of diverse backgrounds. 
Still some terms remember the group’s origin. The effect of this language is not clearly definable by the 
interviews. Most of the interviewees do not see any bonding or extra altruistic behaviour coming from the 
similarities. Instead they described the effect of the diversity among the members having more influence.  
  
I5 The perception of the community ‘to be’ will support the appearance of altruism in virtual 

communities. 
In this hypothesis the effect of thinking about the short vs. the long term is the issue.  
This perception can be found in the paradox of the commercial vs. the cultural goals, discussed in hypothesis C1.  
While the commercial goals look for a shorter-term profit, the cultural ‘idea of giving’ demands of the members 
to abandon the incentive of profit. This way the incentive is replaced by striving for a better result which can not 
be expected, and only can be seen in the long run.  
In the interviews all members explained they were well aware of the long-term impact of helping others without 
expecting returns or rewards. They all understood the idea of a community ‘to be’, in which all members should 
be supported and helped by all others. They don’t need to perform or make a profit, but see the sharing in itself 
as the reward.  
 
 

10.6 Summary  
After this discussion of the empirical findings the following things stand out.  
First the overall picture shows the appearance of altruistic behaviour among the members of the VHLX, such as 
the sharing of information, implements and experience.  
 
On the subject of culture the shared identity turned out to be highly dynamic and split into a core group and 
surrounding members. There is however an active dialogue among the members and different subgroups. Trust 
is integrated throughout the community based on a system of introduction and reference.  
On the hierarchy and infrastructure the community is organised in a clan structure. There is no strong 
governance, which allows free and open exchange among the members. At this time only lean media is used, 
giving most importance to the access possibility and the speed of interaction. Interactive media is preferred as it 
supports the innovation and exchange of new and changing subjects best. Background information, consisting 
of mainly professional data, is available but not in a tangible or written form. Real-life simulations do not 
appear in the community, therefore the hypothesis on that subject can not be explored. 
The identity of the members is highly persistent and without anonymity. This is based mainly on real-life 
encounters among the members. Hence no problems or conflicts have occurred due to the absence of identity 
cues. The VHLX is based on a system of reference and introduction supporting the reputations of the members. 
No new or exclusive language is used in the community, therefor dismissing any analysis on this subject. Over 
all the members are aware of the long-term influence of their actions, resulting in long-term perception of the 
community ‘to be’. 
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11 Case Analysis and Discussion 
 
 

11.1 Introduction 
After the analysis of the empirical findings in the former chapter, this chapter will discuss the hypotheses and 
compare the findings to other cases (where needed). Of each hypothesis the existence will be acknowledged 
according to the findings in the VHLX case.  
 
 

11.2 Culture 
For the subject of culture four hypotheses were defined. All of these will now be discussed and concluded.  
 
C1 The stronger the culture or shared identity, the more members will be motivated to act 

altruistically.  
Based on the amount or extent of the shared identity the type (section 7.3) of virtual community can be 
determined for the VHLX. As the VHLX has a strong but dynamic and divided ‘shared identity’, the community 
can be seen as a knowledge based community with experts as it exists outside of organisational boundaries.  

Figure 11.1 Potential for interaction  
 
This type of virtual community has a more than average potential for interaction. Which also enhances the 
possibility for altruistic behaviour.  
The discussion of the empirical findings enforces this hypothesis even further, by concluding that a strong 
culture enhances the altruistic activity.  
Therefore in this case it results in accepting this hypothesis exists.  
 
NB.: However the case gives the addition of a dynamic component and the possibility of several different 
shared identities in the sub-groups of the community. Further research could explain the impact on altruism in 
these situations.  
 
C2 The presence of information about previous interactions enhances the appearance of altruism in 

the virtual community. 
The empirical evidence showed that this information could be used to confirm the identity of the individual in 
the group. The impact of this can be found in the following paragraph on identity. It can also be seen as the type 
of Knowledge based trust (section 7.3), further enforcing the appearance of altruistic behaviour. 
Indirectly this hypothesis can therefore be accepted as existing in this case.  
 
NB.: This can be further enhanced by the experiences from a case study performed at the 3D Drillers 
community of the BP company133. Where all drillers have their own personal page, which tells more about the 
people behind the job. As a result the interaction among the workers enhanced remarkably, however nothing can 
be said about altruism from this case.  
 
C3a Recognition of cultural similarity between the virtual community and the actor will enhance the 

appearance of altruism. 
C3b  Therefore more exchange of cultural issues also enhances altruism. 
In this case it shows that the similarity among the members enhances the altruistic behaviour, due to the fact that 
it keeps the group together and enforces the kind of Identification based trust (section 7.3). This makes more 
people more willing to invest in the group on a long-term basis. The effect of the second hypothesis is apparent 

                                                             
133 Case study by BP Amoco, at http://www.bp.com, CoPs2000 presentation by Chris Collins, 28-30 Nov. 2000, London, UK.  
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because the extra exchange makes the members more aware of the similarity. Therefore in this case both these 
hypotheses are accepted to be existent. 
 
NB.: This case can be supported by an anecdote of one of the interviewees, who told me of his experience with 
the CEO of a company called Replynet.com134, after only several e-mail correspondences the CEO granted the 
interviewee all rights to exploit the idea for entire Europe without any payment (not even for the enormous 
investments), while other companies had offered millions for them. This was simply because the CEO found the 
interviewee was similar in his way of thinking on moral issues of business and the product. Till this day the 
interviewee uses the product of Replynet.com, for a small percentage as payment for the ASP-connection. Still 
they have never met in real life. This kind of help is rare to find and was in this case only based on similarity in 
culture and state of mind.  
 
C4 The existence of an initial culture of dispositional trust enforces the appearance of altruism in the 
virtual community. 
As stated before in the empirical evidence trust is the main incentive for people help others. Usually it has the 
form of a gentleman’s agreement or reference by a third trusted party. For actual activity this is essential. Also as 
a direct threat doesn’t enforce trust. Trust is given, like altruistic behaviour. Therefore the hypothesis could also 
be asked the other way round: ‘Does altruism enforce trust?’ 
From all the definitions of trust as given in section 7.3, swift trust is the type, which enforces the dispositional 
trust used in this hypothesis.  
The empirical evidence shows there is that kind of trust among the members, and it does excite them to behave 
in an altruistic manner.  
Therefore in this case this hypothesis is accepted as existent. 
  
 NB.: Further research on trust in relation to the frequency of interaction and the effect on virtual collaboration is 
done by Mr. Ch. Senghaas, a PhD student at the University of Göttingen, Germany135. In his PhD he has 
described the degree and changing of trust and virtual collaboration in virtual communities from a larger sample. 
He concludes that the largest part of trust is accomplished at the start, gradually decreasing in time.  
 
Summary Culture  
In conclusion all the hypotheses turned out to exist, be it in strong relation to the other two issues of 
infrastructure and especially identity.  
With a stronger ‘shared identity’ or culture it is more likely members will act altruistically (C1). Exchange of 
motives and culture in itself (C3) and the similarity among values of the members strengthens this influence 
further. Here a connection could be made with the infrastructure of the community. Trust (C4) turns out to be an 
issue in itself, which is of vital importance. It can be enhanced by he presence of information on previous 
interactions (C2). It will require more research in order to see the full impact. 

 
11.3 Hierarchy and Infrastructure 
 
On the subject of hierarchy and infrastructure various reactions can be used to form the eventual conclusion and 
analysis. Andy Boyd of Shell even stated in his presentation on ‘CoPs in the multinational firm’136, that the type 
of ICT and media used are of non-importance to the success of a community. Others in the VHLX joined his 
view, explaining that personal factors and experience mainly cause the success of the social interaction.  
In the case of BP, the company chose to use media that was built-in in the habit of the people in the community. 
The infrastructure was linked to what those people already had learnt to use and were acquainted with, this added 
to the success of social exchange in the 3D Drillers community137.  
Due to this discussion these hypotheses can be seen in a peculiar light. If the infrastructure is of no influence all 
these hypotheses should be invalid. In the case the results were the following. 
 
H1 Altruism is most likely to appear in a clan-structured community.  
It can be said that the VHLX is an example of the clan structure, due to the high goal congruence and high 
uncertainty (Also see sections 7.4 and 10.4, and hypothesis H1). 
As discussed in the theory (section 7.4) this form of clan culture and trust are intertwined. Further conclusions on 
trust can be found in the earlier discussions in section 11.2. 
                                                             
134 http://www.replynet.com or http://www.replyservices.com  
135 From the Ph.D. presentation at CoPs2000 by Christof Senghaas, 28-30 Nov. 2000, London, UK. 
136 From the presentation at CoPs2000 by Andy Boyd, 28-30 Nov. 2000, London, UK. 
137 Case study by BP Amoco, at http://www.bp.com, CoPs2000 presentation by Chris Collins, 28-30 Nov. 2000, London, UK. 



SECTION IV    THE VIRTUAL HELIX CASE STUDY  

70 

 
However in order to reach a full conclusion about this hypothesis, the other structures need to be researched as a 
comparison.  Further research on altruism in market and hierarchical structures is needed (is there any 
altruism to be found in those cases?). From this case only the fact that the clan structure is capable of sustaining 
altruistic activity can be validated. The complexity of goals and relationships in this clan structure support the 
existence of altruism. Therefore the hypothesis in this case can be validated. 
 
H2 With richer media altruistic behaviour will be better supported than with lean media.  
As was discussed in the empirical paragraph, it turns out lean media is capable to support altruistic behaviour 
adequately, but only in an environment which also has a steady social network. In this case the depth and quality 
of the media turned out be less important than the speed and accessibility, mentioned in the following 
hypothesis. Also the scale or range of the media (1-on-1 or 1-to-many) has not been mentioned in this 
hypothesis. The possibility to reach a large group without extra effort could also prove to be of influence on the 
appearance of altruistic behaviour. In reflection the confidentiality of 1-on-1 media could also be preferred in 
certain cases. 
 
Therefore in this case the hypothesis can be seen as non-existent. Lean media is capable and could even be 
better suited to support altruism in a situation where there is a healthy an active social system among the 
members. 
 
NB.: An example to support this case can be found in the ‘Snelklaar’-community138, a low-profile cooking 
community. Here the choice for the simplest and leanest form of media turned out most successful. Their 
conclusion was that simple and lean communication like e-mail messaging was well known among the members 
and therefore cheap, easy and quick to use for the members.  
 
H3 Adequate implementation of synchronous and a-synchronous media will enhance the appearance 

of altruism in the virtual community. 
Stated as it is, this hypothesis is rather vague. From the empirical evidence of this one case no complete 
conclusion can be made. However it is possible to further sharpen the hypotheses. Synchronicity did not effect 
the appearance of altruism, while the accessibility turned out to be of more importance.  
In combination the directness and Therefore synchronous connection would be seen as enhancing the 
possibility for altruistic behaviour.  
So in conclusion the parameter of time should be seen as the important denominator. Synchronous is fastest in 
direct reaction capability while, a-synchronous communication is better suited in the case of accessibility. 
Further research about this parameter could reveal the eventual conclusion.  
In this case this hypothesis (as stated above) can be validated, while speculation about the word ‘adequate’ 
needs to be further researched.  
 
NB.: This hypothesis is further related to the theory on reference and trust. Once a good functioning social 
network is instated, the use of synchronous media could become less valuable, as the quality of the relationship 
takes over the need for high quality of media. This remains to be researched.  
 
H4 Media based on a Push-mechanism will enhance the appearance of altruistic acts.  
Push mechanisms turn out not to work all to well in a community environment. As the VHLX was started up 
through a bottom up initiative top-down push of information through push mechanisms turned out not to be 
productive for the members. Still the same push mechanism prove useful to vent new information and initiatives, 
but turn out to be unproductive without interaction and the possibility to pull according to the needs and 
objectives of the other members. As only pushing knowledge will make the members lazy and consuming 
instead of really adding to the community. It can be compared to the balance of giving and taking, both 
combined have the best result.  
Therefore this hypothesis turns out to be non-existent, in this case. In this case pull would be chosen over push 
to enhance the altruistic activity, while a combination of both would be even better.  
 
NB.: The use of moderation can further underline this balance, when in a community only information is given 
and distributed without asking the members for their needs, a community will become a source of useless 
information. It is exactly the quality of the combination of both that makes a community successful and 

                                                             
138 http://www.snelklaar.nl, by Jilles Groenendijk and Sylvia de Raet, 2001.  
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prosperous. This is what happened in the beginning of the Knowledge Management Rocket139 of the European 
commission, everyone would join and add information, making the community too crowded to be useful.  
 
H5 Real-life simulations will not enforce altruistic behaviour. 
In this case there has been no experience with real-life simulations.  Only the real thing was encountered.  
Therefore this hypothesis could not be applied.  
It has been deleted from the eventual model, but could prove interesting for further research.  
  
H6 Interactive media will support the existence of altruism in the virtual community, better than 

broadcasting systems.  
The fact of interaction turned out also to be related to the push and pull mechanisms discussed under hypothesis 
H4.  For the appearance of altruism however the exchange of people’s needs turned out to be essential.  
The combination of peoples needs and the helping along other people’s objectives could not be reached by only 
using broadcasting media. Especially as the environment and information needs are changing continuously 
interaction is simply the fastest way to adapt.  
In this case this hypothesis is proven to exist. 
 
NB.: Also a link can be made with the C3 hypothesis on exchange of culture. Simply stating personal needs is 
less efficient than really discussing it interactively.  
 
H7 Storage and analysis of historical experiences and evidence will improve the appearance of 

altruism in virtual communities.  
As discussed in the empirical paragraph this hypothesis strongly linked to the security and tangibility. At the 
same time helping while knowing that your act is noted is a motivation for many.  
This hypothesis therefore exists in this case.  
 
NB.: in the Linux society, the impact of the status that comes with the effort of helping is quite large due to lists 
and count-downs of most successful members. While on a smaller scale this also applies to the list of favourite 
recipes on the ‘Snelklaar’-site140.  
 
Summary Hierarchy and ICT infrastructure  
In conclusion it turns out that from the parameters used to order the various technologies the speed, accessibility 
and directness are the key issues (H2+3). The scale or range could be researched further in the future.  
Mapping, breadth, and storage are related to the strength of the social structure among the members.  
The stronger the social relationships among the members, the leaner the virtual infrastructure can be. This is also 
related to the structure of the community. A clan structure with its complexity in goals and relationships seems 
well equipped to support altruistic behaviour (H1).  
Interactivity is the key of the infrastructure, allowing a community to continuously build and change the many 
and complex relationships in the group (H6).  This exactly is what makes the virtual world of the net so well 
suited for complex social behaviour like altruism. 
The combination of a-synchronous and synchronous media depends on the situation and demands of the 
community (H3). Comparable is the use of push and pull mechanisms, one without the other is useless (H4). 
Combining them efficiently produces the advantage.  
Storage of historical and shared information makes a virtual community more tangible for the members, serving 
them with a feeling of security and allowing the members to explain the community to people outside of the 
group (H7). This is the issue where the virtual community links to the real world, making the virtual more 
tangible, still as realistic as real-life will be hard to accomplish.  
Eventually there was no evidence found, validating the hypothesis on real-life simulation (H5). Other cases and 
research could be used to validate this hypothesis. 
 
In conclusion the infrastructure and media used were of importance to the virtual community, be it in relation to 
the existing social structure among the members.  
 
 
 

                                                             
139 http://www.knowledgeboard.com, and KM-Rocket mailinglist, by Anne Jubert and Paul Hearn, Brussels, Belgium, 2001.  
140 http://www.snelklaar.nl, by Jilles Groenendijk and Sylvia de Raet, 2001. 
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11.4 Identity  
The hypotheses on Identity can be concluded as follows. 
 
I1 The identity of members needs to be persistent in virtual communities in order to support 

altruism. 
From the empirical research it turns out that anonymity has no part of the VHLX community. Everyone has a 
persistent identity and most of the members even know each other from real-life encounters. This might also 
explain the absence of ID deception and conflicts due to the absence of ID cues, people simply know each other 
too well to misbehave.   
Therefore this hypothesis seems plausible.   
However another view might show that in some communities it is exactly the anonymity, which defines the 
success. In the case of the ‘Snelklaar’-site all members are anonymous. Which lowers the barrier to enter. This 
delivers the opportunity to further investigate this hypothesis, what makes the difference? Many interviewees of 
the VHLX explained anonymity was impossible because of the importance of the information and knowledge 
shared, thus the kind of thing exchanged or shared is of influence on the use of anonymity. Therefore further 
research needs p be undertaken in order to determine the real essence of this hypothesis.  
 
I2 The mentioning of reputation in virtual communities supports the appearance of altruism in those 

communities.  
What the other members know and share about that person can enforce the reputation 
of a member. In the VHLX this works through a system of reference, none of which 
is written down or institutionalised.  
 
In order to establish a trusted contact and eventual sharing between two people (1&2) 
a third party, works as a reference (R). In the case of the VHLX this interaction 
between R and 1 or 2 happens so quickly that all parties are completely up to date 
about all the others objectives and ideas before the contact between 1 and 2 is even 
established. (See figure 11.2) 
Therefore the speed and directness of the used media is most important (hypotheses 
H2-7). 
In this figure only two parties are shown, while this works throughout the entire 
community. This way it supports the sharing of cultural values as well as knowledge 
and information. Once integrated this accelerates the exchange (hypothesis C3) to a 
swift pace, as knowledge is spread so well anyone can inform you about the others.  Eventually it also results 
into a sense of overall consciousness.  
Therefore in the case reputation is of great importance for the appearance of altruism, thus validating the 
hypothesis. 
 
More research on the use of this social system of reference in larger or different communities could be 
interesting, as it is related to the essence of networks and the sharing and relationship within the virtual world 
virtual communities.  
As this has been around in real-life for ages, further research on the impact in a virtual environment can prove 
very interesting and useful. After this case it is validated that it is used in a virtual community. Further use of this 
social knowledge could help in solving some of the problems mentioned in the problem analysis in chapter 2. 
Problems in knowledge isolation and conflicts in trust and identity issues might benefit from further 
implementation of this system in a virtual setting. 
 
I3 Knowledge of the background of the people in the virtual community supports the appearance of 

altruism in virtual communities.  
This knowledge about someone’s background is off course also related to the system of reference, mentioned in 
hypothesis I2. In the VHLX background information is not written down and but exists in a tacit form. The 
information consists mainly of knowledge about business and commercial issues, without an extra diversity of 
further personal interests. At this moment it supports the quality of relationships adequately, in the way that it 
supplies a context and reference to the people in the community.  
In this case this hypothesis exists.  
 
Further research about the written form, as used in the Personal Yellow Pages at BP141, could deepen this 
hypothesis. In this BP case the personal pages of all the colleagues seems to enhance the interaction and co-
                                                             
141 Case study by BP Amoco, at http://www.bp.com, CoPs2000 presentation by Chris Collins, 28-30 Nov. 2000, London, UK. 
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operation among the colleagues. The real impact on the long term remains to be seen, as long term relationships 
on a deeper and more personal level might have their influence on the behaviour.  
 
I4 A common language among the members of the community will enhance the appearance of 

altruism in the virtual community. 
In the VHLX there is no exclusive jargon, allowing the members to recognise each other. An e-business jargon is 
used by some, but without any special influence. Therefore further conclusions about the impact and use of 
language can not be given in this case.  
This hypothesis will be deleted out of the corrected model, but could prove interesting for further research.  
 
I5 The perception of the community ‘to be’ will support the appearance of altruism in virtual 

communities.  
In this hypothesis the second paradox discussed in section 3.3 reoccurs. The difference between the short and 
long term view is the main issue. As some interviewees explained a long-term view can only be used in a 
present state of riches, instead of shortage. In a situation of shortage people are prone to focus on short-term 
gains as survival in the present time has priority. Thus seeing altruism and moral principles as a luxury when all 
else is well. This is related to the theory of A.H. Maslow on human needs and motivation.142, which describes 
how people’s motivations are built up in several levels. The first layer of needs are of a physical origin, like food 
and reproduction, while each higher level only becomes important as each lower one is fulfilled.  
Others defend that it is in fact this long-term view that gives room to grow, gives them the facility to survive in 
the first place. This brings us back to the initial discussion on altruism found in section 3.3.  
However in this case the presence of this long-term view turns out to have an important and positive impact on 
the behaviour in the community. All interviewees agreed that it was indeed of great influence on their altruistic 
acting.  
Therefore in this case this hypothesis is valid.  
 
NB.: Note that the validation of this hypothesis supports the perspective that altruism builds on the long-term 
vision.  
 
Summary Identity 
In conclusion the identity proved to be the issue linking together the three research issues with altruism. 
In this case the importance the identity persistence was validated as being of influence on altruistic behaviour of 
the members. In addition anonymity does not disable altruistic acting, but introduces the importance of the value 
and cost of the help offered. In cases of free and harmless information the identity of the actors is unimportant 
(I1).  
The social system of reference and introduction by a third and trusted party turned out to be at the basis of the 
issue of reputation (I2). Further understanding and research on this issue might prove valuable in solving some 
of the present problems in virtual communities.  
Background knowledge about the members supplies the members with a further reference and context for 
interaction (I3). It also provides the members with a feeling of security and tangibility, as discussed in hypothesis 
H7.  
Evidence on the influence of language was not found, hence dropping the hypothesis about this issue (I4). 
Last but not least the long-term vision of the community ‘to-be’ proved to be the essential influence on altruistic 
behaviour.   
The long-term vision among members of the community ‘to be’, was of positive influence on the altruistic 
behaviour in the virtual community. Without this long-term vision people would be less altruistic. This also 
relates back to the discussion on time paradox in section 3.3.  
 
 

11.5 Improved Research model 
 
According to this analysis and discussion the research model, derived from the theory in chapters 3–7, several 
improvements can be made.  
 
The hypotheses on culture were all validated.  
The positive influences of a strong ‘shared identity’ or culture as well as the exchange and similarity hereof 
was validated. Further the analysis revealed the importance of trust among the members, which is enhanced by 
the presence of information on previous interactions.  
                                                             
142 Maslow (1954) 
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With the issue of hierarchy and ICT infrastructure one hypotheses was not deleted due to the absence of 
evidence. The hypothesis on real-life simulation could not be validated.  
Apart from that he influence of the clan structure and interactivity stood out. These hypotheses are related to 
the importance of the existing social structure among the members. As a result a community should combine a-
synchronous and synchronous media as well as a combination of push and pull mechanisms, according to the 
situation and goal of the virtual community. The influence of storage was validated as it supplied the members 
with a sense of security and tangibility in the community. 
 
The analysis of the hypotheses on identity revealed that reputation and long-term perception of the community 
’to-be’ were most valuable. However the hypothesis on the use of language in virtual communities could not be 
validated due to the absence of evidence in this case.   
The other hypotheses on the persistence of identity and background information were all validated.  
 
Eventually, after this exploration, the improved research model can be seen in figure 11.3. This model could be 
used as a basis for further research.  
 

 
 
Figure 11.3 Improved Research model 
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V The Conclusion 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Every community is an association of some kind and every community is established with a 
view to some good; for everyone always acts in order to obtain that which they think good. 
But, if all communities aim at some good, the state or political community, which is the 
highest of all, and which embraces all the rest, aims at good in a greater degree than any 
other, and at the highest good.  
 

Aristotle (384–323 BC), Greek philosopher.  

 
As one of the ancient scholars shows, some good comes from (virtual) communities. 
Hence some good will come from this exploration of (virtual) communities.  
 
In this section a summary of the conclusions from the analysis and research will be given.  
This summary results in some practical limitations found in the study, and the eventual conclusions and 
suggestions for further research. 
 
 
 

I II III IV V 
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12 Conclusions  
 
 

12.1 Introduction 
In this chapter the eventual conclusions will be discussed.  
After the analysis of the case in chapters 10 and 11, this chapter will finish off this thesis.  
First a summary will describe the process so far, followed by the limitations which were found in this research. 
Next the final hypotheses and propositions will be discussed. Leading to the eventual research model. Sections 
12.5 and 12.6 explain the final conclusions and the suggestions for and further research.  
 
 

12.2 Summary 
The literary review in chapters 3 on altruism and chapter 4 on the virtual community, and the concepts of 
altruism and the virtual community in chapter 5 and 6, lead to three research issues. These issues, Culture; 
Hierarchy and ICT infrastructure and Identity are fully discussed in chapter 7.  
In the subsequent discussion of these issues, several hypotheses were moulded into a research model (chapter 8).  
In chapters 9, 10 and 11 a case was used to further explore these hypotheses in a practical environment, of which 
the findings can be found in chapter 11.  
This case has revealed several insights, which lead to a number of changes in the initial hypotheses, resulting in 
the conclusions and further research and recommendations found in this chapter.  
 
 

12.3 Limitations 
The research of a complex subject like altruism requires more than one in-depth research case.  
First this is necessary in order to answer and prove comparing hypotheses. Secondly it is used to get a better 
perspective on the matter, by way of two different views, to allow seeing in three dimensions. Therefore this case 
study can only be used as an exploration for the existence or validation of the research model and the 
hypotheses. In this case two hypotheses were found irrelevant, as they were impossible to research as a result of 
lacking evidence, which in further research could be included.  
 
Furthermore it turned out to be difficult to research a virtual community in such a restricted framework, as the 
complete community is far larger than the sum of the members. The complete environment and views around the 
community are an important part of the research. This proves to be complex and time-consuming.  
Equally, a full and in-depth understanding of the subject of altruism and surrounding subjects is essential. This 
is necessary in order for the researcher, as well as the people of the community, to communicate openly about 
the subject. This turned out to be one of the most challenging limitations in the case.  
 
The combination of the social and technological issues turned out to be challenging. As the overlap of both 
fields is minimal, the combination of theory and issues is a new and somewhat subjective process for the 
researcher. Still the explorations and discussions turned out to be valuable and useful for others.    
 
The most important limitation of this research turned out to be time. As the influence of altruism is a long-term 
one, continuous and long-term research is critical. This case is only a study of a limited period in time. It is only 
a fragment of the entire lifecycle of the community. The long-term impact on others and the complete lifecycle 
of the virtual community was not researched. 
 
 

12.4 Research Hypotheses 
The hypotheses were fully discussed in the empirical chapter 10 and in the case analysis in chapter 11.  
For each research issue some interesting assumptions can be made.  
 
Culture 
On the issue of culture all the hypotheses turned out to exist, be it in strong relation to the other two issues of 
infrastructure and especially identity.  
With a stronger ‘shared identity’ or culture it is more likely members will act altruistically. Exchange of motives 
and culture in itself and the similarity among values of the members strengthens this influence further. Here a 
connection could be made with the infrastructure of the community. Trust turns out to be an issue in itself, 
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which is of vital importance. It can be enhanced by he presence of information on previous interactions. It will 
require more research in order to see the full impact.  
 
Hierarchy & ICT Infrastructure  
The parameters in this issue, which influence the various technologies, the parameters of speed, accessibility 
and directness are the key issues. The scale or range could be researched further in the future.  
Mapping, breadth, and storage are related to the strength of the social structure among the members.  
The stronger the social relationships among the members, the leaner the virtual infrastructure can be. This is also 
related to the structure of the community. A clan structure with its complexity in goals and relationships seems 
well equipped to support altruistic behaviour.  
Interactivity is the key of the infrastructure, allowing a community to continuously build and change the many 
and complex relationships in the group.  This exactly is what makes the virtual world of the net so well suited for 
complex social behaviour like altruism. 
The combination of a-synchronous and synchronous media depends on the situation and demands of the 
community. Comparable is the use of push and pull mechanisms, one without the other is useless. Combining 
them efficiently produces the advantage.  
Storage of historical and shared information makes a virtual community more tangible for the members, serving 
them with a feeling of security and allowing the members to explain the community to people outside of the 
group. This is the issue where the virtual community links to the real world, making the virtual more tangible, 
still as realistic as real-life will be hard to accomplish.  
Eventually there was no evidence found, validating the hypothesis on real-life simulation. Other cases and 
research could be used to validate this hypothesis. 
 
In conclusion the infrastructure and media used were of importance to the virtual community, be it in relation to 
the existing social structure among the members.  
 
Identity 
This issue proved to be the issue that is linking strongest to the subject of altruism. 
In this case the importance the identity persistence was validated as being of influence on altruistic behaviour of 
the members. In addition anonymity does not disable altruistic acting, but introduces the importance of the value 
and cost of the help offered. In cases of free and harmless information the identity of the actors is unimportant.  
The social system of reference and introduction by a third and trusted party turned out to be at the basis of the 
issue of reputation. Further understanding and research on this issue might prove valuable in solving some of 
the present problems in virtual communities.  
Background knowledge about the members supplies the members with a further reference and context for 
interaction. It also provides the members with a feeling of security and tangibility.  
Evidence on the influence of language was not found, hence dropping the hypothesis about this issue. 
Last but not least the long-term vision of the community ‘to-be’ proved to be the essential influence on altruistic 
behaviour.   
The long-term vision among members of the community ‘to be’, was of positive influence on the altruistic 
behaviour in the virtual community. Without this long-term vision people would be less altruistic. This relates 
back to the discussion on time paradox of altruism in section 3.3.  
 
Conclusion 
In the end people will stay people, in the real world as well as in the virtual one.  
The social structure among the members is what drives them initially. Therefore a view from the social sciences 
has proven to be very useful.  
 
This dynamic social structure is built on the trust among people, facilitated by systems of reference and 
introduction. The virtual world is just a new and easier way to interact, and it is within that way of interaction 
the added value of the virtual environment can be found. As interaction is easy, fast and cheap it is ideal for 
helping others.  
The best media or structure to support the social interaction is through fast, accessible and highly interactive 
media. Even if this quality for complexity of the infrastructure and media is not what drives the people, it 
enhances and accelerates the execution of social exchange.   
 
Eventually identity turns out to be the strongest link between the virtual world and altruism. Reputation and 
long-term perception is what altruism can add to the theory on virtual communities. With a persistent identity 
and positive reputation enforced by reference any individual can flourish in the virtual world. Who knows, with 
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the extreme fast changes in the virtual world, the long-term effects of altruistic actions might bring a return to 
the actor faster than not expected… 
 

12.5 Management Implications 
The first answer to the implications for management would be there isn’t any. Altruistic initiative is not to be 
managed, it simply occurs, voluntarily. 
His shows a strong analogy with the virtual communities, which also are founded and built bottom-up by the 
people themselves.  
The culture is hard to influence top down in any community. While the structures of hierarchy & infrastructure 
and identity can facilitate this culture and are more flexible for management. 
 
Here it shows the key issues are trust, a clan-structure allowing complex relationships, interactivity, lean and 
well-adapted media on top of a healthy social structure, reputation and long-term vision.  
 
 

12.6 Suggestions for further research 
As concluded, social issues turn out to be of great importance in the virtual world, and could prove very useful 
for virtual communities in the future. More and deeper research could uncover essential issues and mechanisms, 
which could be applied to aid life in the virtual world. 
 
Eventually after this exploration, each of the hypotheses of this thesis could be used for as a basis for further and 
deeper research on virtual communities. This needs more study and a larger number of cases to actually prove or 
cancel the hypotheses. (See figure 11.3) 
 
Further research 
 
 Firstly, more cases about the influence of language and real-life simulations will complete the validation of 

the research model. 
 
 On the issue of culture further research on the subject of trust in relation to co-operation would be 

interesting.  
 
 On the issue of hierarchy and infrastructure further research on the interaction of the social network (as 

in: relationship complexity) and the facilitating parameters of speed, accessibility and interactivity. 
 
 Of all three issues my suggestion would be for further research on the issue of identity and reputation, as it 

is the key between the virtual world and the real one. As social behaviour can be applied in a virtual 
environment this would be a good issue to start.  

 
 Finally, as this subject is quite innovative and new the use and implications remain to be proven in the long 

run. ‘Will people really get more altruistic through the use of the Internet?’ could be one of the long-term 
questions.  

 
In the end altruism is based on the idea of not to expect anything in return directly and without a clear deadline 
of repayment. Therefore this term could turn out to be indefinite, but still it is what binds us together in the 
meantime. 
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Appendices 
 

Appendix I  
A brief elaboration of the processing and communication capability 
 
From: §7.4 Hierarchy and ICT Infrastructure 
 
 
In an article by Davenport and Short (summer 1990) several ‘processing’ capabilities are identified. Not 
withstanding that this overview is complete, it does give a notion of what this ‘processing’ capability is about: 
 

 
• Transactional: IT can transform unstructured processes into routinized transactions; 
• Geographical: IT can transfer information with rapidity and ease across large distances, making 

processes independent of geography; 
• Automational: IT can replace or reduce human labor in a process; 
• Analytical: IT can bring complex analytical methods to bear on a process; 
• Informational: IT can bring vast amounts of detailed information into a process; 
• Sequential: IT can enable changes in the sequence of tasks in a process, often allowing multiple tasks to 

be worked on simultaneously; 
• Knowledge Management: IT allows the capture and dissemination of knowledge and expertise to 

improve the process; 
• Tracking: IT allows the detailed tracking of task status, inputs, and outputs; 
• Disintermediation: IT can be used to connect two parties within a process that would otherwise 

communicate through an intermediary (internal or external) 
 

 
However, Malone et.al. (1987) lean more towards the ‘interaction’ capability of ICT, which they classify  in 
terms of market structure. They define three effects, namely: 
 

• the electronic communication effect, i.e. lower communication costs; 
• the electronic brokerage effect, i.e. connecting buyers and sellers; and 
• the electronic integration effect, i.e. tighter coupling of buyer - supplier relationships. 
 

 
Note that that these three effects can be seen as being related in the sense that each effect needs the previous one 
to be present (before being able to create tight relationships, buyers and sellers need to be brought together, 
which in turn needs good communication to succeed). Dutta and Segev (January 1999) provide a similar view by 
defining a ‘connectivity’ capability and an ‘interaction’ capability of ICT. 
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Appendix II  
An overview of communication technologies used in Virtual 
communities 
 
From: § 7.4 Hierarchy and ICT Infrastructure 
 
 
Email and discussion lists 
According to Smith and Kollock, “email and discussion lists are the oldest and most popular form of interaction 
on the Internet … As of 1998, there are tens of millions of email users” (1999, pp.5) and this group is still 
growing as more people connect to the Internet. It is used to send messages from one person to the other. 
However, multiple addressees can be attached. This allows discussion lists to be created. “In an email discussion 
list a message sent to a group address is then copied and sent to all the email addresses on a list” (Smith & 
Kollock, 1999, pp.5). 
 
Usenet and BBSs 
A bulletin board is a board where one can leave messages / notes for others to read. BBSs are their equivalent in 
the virtual world. Before the existence of the Internet there were local enthusiasts who offered these services 
from their own computers. People would connect directly to these computers by calling-in and could then read 
other people’s messages / notes as well as leave their own. These were the first virtual conferencing systems. 
The Usenet is the largest conferencing system (BBS) build on Internet technology. It “is composed of a 
distributed database of messages that is passed through an informal global network of systems that agree to a 
standard message format. As of 1998, tens of thousands of ‘newsgroups’ are carried over the Usenet, each 
containing from a few dozen to tens of thousands of messages” (Smith & Kollock, 1999, pp.6). Anyone can join 
and participate. 
 
Text chat 
Text chat allows people to talk to one another directly by sending lines of text. It is organised around certain 
topical groups, also called ‘channels’, which span a great number of subjects and interests. Internet Relay Chat 
(IRC) is the largest non-commercial system (Smith & Kollock, 1999, pp.6). 
 
MUDs & MOOs 
MUDs stand for ‘Multi User Dungeons’ which are text-based virtual realities. Not only do they support 
communication as email, discussion lists, and BBSs do, they also provide a sense of space by simulating 
environments, such as rooms and objects. A MUD allows users to create their own objects as well as let them 
use other people’s objects. In a sense they try to create true realities. MOOs then stand for MUDs Object 
Oriented. It is a more sophisticated ‘text-based’ environment to manipulate objects. The first MUDs and MOOs 
were built around the theme of fantasy, but ‘social’ as well as more ‘business’ oriented have come to existence 
too. Although email, BBSs and text chat support it also, MUDs and MOOs were among the first 
‘communication’ technologies which allowed people to express emotions by e.g. ‘shouting’ a line of text instead 
of just ‘saying’ it. 
 
WWW sites 
The WWW at first provided a powerful way of accessing and linking documents (Smith & Kollock, 1999, pp.7), 
also called ‘hyperlinking’. In its infant days it presented mostly static information. Today it offers possibilities to 
provide dynamic information as well as modes for interaction, such as BBSs, text chat, games, etc. (Werry, 
1999). Due to its ability of integrating text, images, sounds, video, and possibly soon smell and touch, it is able 
to provide a richer experience than just text-based environments may offer. 
 
Graphical Worlds 
Graphical worlds use the potential of the WWW to integrate several media to focus on creating virtual realities 
just like MUDs and MOOs do. People are often represented by ‘avatars’ (virtual representation of a person) and 
can interact with objects and other people. Due to the increase in computing power and network bandwidth these 
worlds are becoming more and more common (e.g. Ultima On-line; http://www.uo.com). 
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Appendix III 
Table of the differences between the interaction technologies  
 
From: § 7.4 Hierarchy and ICT Infrastructure 
 
 

Characteristic 
\ 

Technology 

Breadth Speed Range Mapping Interaction 
pattern 

Storage Analysing 

Email High: text 
but also 

multimedia 

Low: 
asynchronous 

Medium: 
push, 

unstructured 

Medium: 
emoticons 

1-to-1, 1-to-m, 
directed & 

not-directed 

Medium: 
interaction 

session 

Medium: 
simple 
search 

functions 
Discussion list Medium: 

text, images 
Low: 

asynchronous 
Low: push, 

unstructured; 
e-zine: 

structured 

Low: 
speech 

1-to-m, not-
directed 

Medium: 
interaction 

session 

Medium: 
simple 
search 

functions 
BBS (Usenet) Low: text 

with some 
exceptions 

Low: 
asynchronous 

Medium: 
pull, 

structured 

Low: 
speech 

m-to-m, 
directed & 

not-directed 

Medium: 
interaction 

session 

Medium: 
simple 
search 

functions 
Text chat (IRC) Low: text High: 

synchronous 
High: pull, 

unstructured 
High: 

emoticons, 
actions 

1-to-1, 1-to-m, 
m-to-1, m-to-
m, directed 

Medium: 
interaction 

session 

Low: often 
only topic 

search 
MUDs  
&  
MOOs 

Low: text High: 
synchronous 

High: pull, 
unstructured 

High: 
emoticons, 

actions, 
appearances 

1-to-1, 1-to-m, 
m-to-1, m-to-
m, directed 

High: 
interaction 

session, 
profiles 

High: often 
extensive 

search 
functions 

WWW High: 
multimedia 

High: 
synchronous 

as well as 
asynchronous 

High: pull as 
well as push, 
structured as 

well as 
unstructured 

Medium: 
speech, 

emoticons 

1-to-m, m-to-
m, not-

directed, 
directed 

High: 
interaction 

session, 
profiles 

High: all 
data can be 

searched 

Graphical 
worlds 

High: 
multimedia, 
focus on 3D 
environments 

High: 
synchronous 

High: pull, 
unstructured 

High: 
speech, 

emoticons, 
actions, 

appearances 

1-to-1, 1-to-m, 
m-to-1, m-to-
m, directed 

High: 
interaction 

session, 
profiles 

High: often 
extensive 

search 
functions 

 
by Smith & Kollock (1999) 
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Appendix IV 
Interview Questionnaire  
 
 
Vragen over Altruïsme in Virtual Communities 
F.M. van Till, Amsterdam 10-2001. 
 
Algemene vragen   
Naam ………………………………………………………. 
e-mail adres. ………………………………………………. 
Telefoonnummer………………………………………….. 

 
Altruïsme   
 
1. Wat verstaat u onder Altruïsme?  
 
Introductie Altruïsme 
 
In dit onderzoek definieer ik Altruïsme als het helpen van anderen vanuit andermans referentie kader.  
De definitie van het gedrag op zich is de volgende:  
 
Altruïstisch gedrag  heeft de intentie een ander te helpen,  
 moet vrijwillig zijn geïnitieerd door de persoon zelf en  
 staat op zichzelf, zonder verwachting van latere beloning van externe bronnen.  
 
Typische Altruïstische handelingen zijn:   
 Informatie / kennis delen 
 Voedsel delen 
 Ervaringen delen 
 Zwakkeren helpen 
 Helpen in geval van nood of gevaar 
 
 
Basis vraag     
 

2. Wanneer voelt u zich meer of minder aangezet tot Altruïstisch handelen in een virtuele 
omgeving?  

 
Binnen het onderzoek worden drie perspectieven gebruikt:  
a. De cultuur,  
b. de infrastructuur en  
c. het gebruik van identiteit.  
 
2a. Algemene Cultuur 
In welke mate heeft de cultuur binnen de community invloed op uw altruïstische gedrag?  
 
Bent u meer /minder gemotiveerd: 
Als in de community de algemene cultuur, de normen en waarden, duidelijk onder de leden wordt verspreid? 
Als informatie over eerdere interacties onder de leden beschikbaar is?  
Als u zich beter kunt identificeren met de algemene cultuur? 
Als de cultuur onder de leden vaker wordt besproken / uitgewisseld? 
Als de centrale doelstelling beter overeenkomt met de uwe? 
 
Is er in Virtual Helix een vorm van vanzelfsprekend vertrouwen in anderen?  
Ondersteunt u dit tot Altruïstisch handelen?  
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2b. ICT Infrastructuur  
In welke mate beïnvloed het gebruik van de volgende media uw altruïstische gedrag?  
 
Wat is de invloed van de volgende mogelijkheden?  
‘Rich media’ vs. ‘lean media’ 
Synchrone media (real-time) vs. A-synchrone media  
Push mechanisme vs. pull mechanisme  
Gebruik van simulaties  
Interactieve media vs. broad-casting media  
De aanwezigheid van een archief van eerdere ervaringen van anderen  
Real-life ontmoetingen 
 
 
2c. Identiteit  
In welke mate heeft de duidelijkheid en het gebruik van identiteit invloed op uw altruïstische gedrag?  
 
Wat is de invloed van: 
Het gebruik van anonimiteit.  
De mogelijkheid van introductie. (wat iemand over zichzelf zegt) 
De aanwezigheid van informatie over iemands historie.  
De aanwezigheid van reputatie. (wat anderen over iemand zeggen) 
De aanwezigheid van aan algemene taal of jargon.  
De mate van duidelijkheid over ieders en algemene doelen.  
 
 
3. Zijn er vragen of onderwerpen die u mist of overbodig vindt in deze lijst met 

vragen?  
 
 
 
Veel dank voor uw tijd en moeite,  
Met vriendelijke groeten,  
 
Frederique van Till 
 
 


