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Abstract

Purpose – Enterprise social media (ESM) platforms are rapidly diffusing in the business context because

they can bring substantial benefits to companies by enhancing their knowledge management (KM)

processes. However, such benefits materialize only if active employee participation is ensured.

Therefore, it is crucial to understand how individual employees use an ESM platform to assist their

knowledge-related activities. This paper contributes to this topic by proposing a classification of ESM

users based on two dimensions: frequency and type (active or passive) of use.

Design/methodology/approach – The paper presents the results of a survey of 262 employees of an

international engineering service company that has adopted an ESM platform to support its KM

processes. Statistical methods (e.g. ANOVA, Tukey’s b) were applied to verify the usefulness of the

proposed typology and identify themain aspects that characterize the different user groups.

Findings – The survey results confirm the existence of different types of ESM users and provide the

empirical basis for developing a bi-dimensional classification from which four user groups were derived

and characterized: frequent contributors, sporadic contributors, frequent lurkers and sporadic lurkers.

Research limitations/implications – The main limitation is that only one company in one sector with

specific knowledge needs and capabilities was investigated.

Practical implications – The study provides useful suggestions for how to promote the use of an ESM

and particularly for how to encourage less frequent and less active users to increase their participation in

a platform.

Originality/value – The paper contributes to a better understanding of how employees approach ESM

by identifying factors that characterize different user groups.

Keywords Survey, Knowledge management, Enterprise social media, Contributor, Lurker,

Users’ typology

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction

Enterprise social media (ESM) are social media platforms arranged for use by a

company’s employees (Leonardi et al., 2013; Hacker, 2017). The application of ESM is

rapidly becoming common in the business context, as this technology is increasingly

deemed to be crucial for future competition. Many scholars emphasize that ESM can

bring substantial benefits to companies and enhance their knowledge management

(KM) processes (Nisar et al., 2019). In particular, various studies affirmed that ESM

platforms can play a crucial role in facilitating internal knowledge sharing and

communication for organizations (Razmerita et al., 2016). This is why ESM has attracted

significant attention from professional and academic fields (Ahmed et al., 2019). From

the pioneering paper by Levy (2009) to recent ones (Kane, 2017; Archer-Brown and

Kietzmann, 2018), the opinion that ESM and KM are a “perfect couple” (Helms et al.,

2017) has been consolidating. However, despite scholars’ opinions, the introduction of
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ESM in the business context remains in a preliminary stage (Ammirato et al., 2019) and

in many cases, it seems not to have produced the expected outcomes.

This occurs because the benefits emphasized by scholars can materialize only if active and

constant use of ESM by individual employees is ensured (Guinan et al., 2014; Mäntymäki

and Riemer, 2016). Therefore, it is essential to better understand how companies adopt an

ESM platform and how employees get support for their knowledge-related activities by

using it. This is why the literature has paid attention to the analysis of the level of

participation and the type of activity performed by users of such platforms (Schwade and

Schubert, 2019). Although “frequency of use” is the most considered dimension for classifying

different ESM user groups, scholars also consider other dimensions, as the distinction

between passive and active users, sometimes called “posters” and “lurkers” (Engler and

Alpar, 2018; Chin et al., 2020). Even if it can be assumed that active users also frequently use

ESM (or vice versa, passive users are sporadic users), the relationship between the two

dimensions deserves further investigation, not only to find confirmation but also to understand

whether a new typology can be derived from these two dimensions.

In this paper, based on an analysis of relevant literature and the results of a survey

conducted among 262 employees of an international project-based service company, we

propose a new ESM user typology. Using statistical analysis of the survey data, we identify

and examine the main aspects that distinguish the different user types.

The paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, we illustrate the conceptual background of

the study, while in Section 3 we describe the research goals and method. In Section 4, we

present the results and in Section 5, we discuss them. In Section 6, we present conclusions,

academic and managerial implications and the limitations of the study.

2. Background: enterprise social media user typology

Scholars agree that many ESM platforms fail because they are underused by the workforce

(Guinan et al., 2014; Alarifi et al., 2015; Giermindl et al., 2018). Therefore, there is a need to

understand how companies can motivate and encourage employees to use such platforms

more intensively by considering different behaviors and forms of use (Hacker and

Bodendorf, 2017). Empirical evidence shows that ESM users perform various activities

(ranging from simply consuming to producing and distributing content) and with different

frequencies. Thus, scholars analyze and classify the different behaviors adopted by ESM

users (Schwade and Schubert, 2019; Hacker and Riemer, 2020).

The spread of online communities, spurred by new social media applications, has led to the

introduction of new terms to indicate possible user behaviors, e.g. posters and lurkers. The

term “poster” indicates users who show active behavior by posting new content, replying to

or commenting on content posted by others and so on. Conversely, the term “lurker”

denotes users who observe the community activity but do not actively contribute to its

development.

Research on enterprise collaboration systems (which include ESM) user typology is

fragmented and offers many classifications that are based on different aspects and

dimensions, such as type of use, frequency of use and variety of use. Schwade and

Schubert (2019) identified in a literature review 102 definitions of user types, which they

summarized in six main typologies: creators, contributors, lurkers, inactive, non-users and

users without an account. Creators and contributors are active users, with the difference

that creators upload new content, while contributors edit and comment on existing

information. Lurkers are pure consumers of knowledge but play an important role in building

the community’s network. The last three user types refer to employees who are not active at

all on a platform because they did not use it for a long time, never logged in or never

possessed login information.
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Schwade and Schubert (2019) also revealed that scholars focused on the role and

characteristics of lurkers, while the discussion of other user types is limited. Furthermore,

there is no consensus on the definition of the individual types. For instance, they found 22

different definitions for a lurker on a wide spectrum, ranging from a non-regular poster (Han

et al., 2014) to someone who is only consuming information (Brandtzæg, 2010). Moreover,

the distinction between contributors and creators is unclear, as contributors can post new

information from time to time.

Scholars’ strong interest in lurkers is related to the 90–9-1 rule that applies in online

communities (Nielsen, 2006): 90% of users behave as lurkers, who read or observe, but do

not contribute; 9% of users contribute from time to time, but they have other priorities. Only

1% of users are very active and account for most contributions. This rule, originally defined

for internet users, seems to be applicable in the business context, even if with different

percentages, as some empirical investigations have revealed (Oettl et al., 2018; Schwade

and Schubert, 2019).

The typologies used by ESM scholars to differentiate and analyze user behaviors generally

focus on a single dimension. In particular, ESM scholars tend to distinguish between

content contributors (posters) and content consumers (lurkers) and investigate the factors

that drive the behaviors of these two groups (Alarifi et al., 2015; Engler and Alpar, 2018;

Chin et al., 2020). We identified only two papers that discuss user typologies with two

dimensions (Giermindl et al., 2018; Oettl et al., 2018).

The qualitative study by Oettl et al. (2018) distinguishes different user types according to two

dimensions: individual openness to ESM (i.e. the individual’s attitude toward the technology

and perceived ability to use it) and perceived task fit (i.e. the perceived usefulness of the

platform for the specific task). With such dimensions, which are derived from technology

acceptance theories and models (Ngai et al., 2015), the authors identified four user

archetypes: power users (denoted by high openness and high task fit), limited users (denoted

by high openness and low task fit), reluctant users (denoted by low openness and high task fit)

and repudiators (denoted by low openness and low task fit). Furthermore, Oettl et al. identified

two mixed user types: hidden champions (placed halfway between limited and power users)

and question marks (placed halfway between repudiators and limited users). The study results

suggest that the different groups have different perceptions of the value added by the

platform, as well as the obstacles to its usage, which has relevant implications for managers

who want to promote the use of the platform.

Giermindl et al. (2018) provided a classification that can be regarded as bi-dimensional.

The authors used social exchange theory to examine why the motivations for participating in

ESM differ for posters and lurkers. This theoretical approach suggests that, within an ESM

platform, individuals exchange socioemotional resources and thus, the (active or passive

nature) nature of their participation is affected by the motivational factors that characterize a

social exchange, such as reputation, common identity, common bond, social interaction

and community commitment. Giermindl et al. further split the two groups based on the

frequency of their participation into the following groups: super frequent posters, frequent

posters, infrequent posters, frequent lurkers and infrequent lurkers. Giermindl et al.’s

general findings indicate that posters show considerably higher mean values for all the five

motivational aspects compared to lurkers.

Lurkers might be crucial for the success of an ESM platform. Although initially, the term had

a negative connotation, their role was revaluated in the literature, especially because they

provide the “necessary” audience for posters (Ridings et al., 2006; Cranefield et al., 2015).

Furthermore, even consumption alone helps the whole users’ community to increase its

knowledge pool, transfer it and apply where it is needed (Pohjola and Puusa, 2016; Engler

and Alpar, 2018). In this regard, Havakhor et al. (2018) suggested naming the individuals

who only consume content “seekers,” as this term has a positive connotation.
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In conclusion, studies analyzing the factors that distinguish the different types of ESM users

are still fragmented and provide partially contrasting results. In addition, most of the

proposed typologies are inconsistent because they mix different dimensions, such as type

of use, frequency of use and variety of purposes for use (Schwade and Schubert, 2019). In

light of this, we proposed a bi-dimensional classification of ESM users and apply it to

analyzing the case company that adopted an ESM platform to support employees’ KM

activities. As this company has a clear purpose for ESM platform use, the type (active or

passive) and the frequency of use are the focus of this study.

3. Research goals and method

3.1 Research questions

The literature discussion about user typologies in enterprise social media leads to two

research questions:

RQ1. Can a bi-dimensional classification based on the type and frequency of use

identify and clearly distinguish different types of ESM users?

RQ2. Which factors characterize the different user types derived from such bi-

dimensional classification?

3.2 Research method

To answer the research questions, we investigated how members of internal communities of

practice in a global engineering company use an ESM platform to access and interact

within their communities. We solicited the perceptions of the platform users with a 22-

question survey. In addition to demographic questions, we asked which knowledge sources

and need for information the employees have, how frequently they use the platform to

access their main community, what activities they perform, the difficulties they perceive in

using the platform to interact with other members and their satisfaction with their

communities. In particular, we asked respondents to indicate how frequently they access

their communities via the platform and the type of use. Questions either used a five-point

Likert scale or were multiple-choice. We added a final open-answer question to receive

more opinions about their community and specifically about what they think is missing. The

survey was preceded by a letter that explained the study’s goals and modality; the letter

also informed respondents that their anonymity was guaranteed. We collected data via the

survey between September and October 2018. As the survey was accessible from the

Connect platform, we collected data only from users of the platform. To analyze the data

and answer the research questions, we used descriptive statistics, conceptual content

analysis of the open answers and one-factorial ANOVA and Tukey’s b post hoc tests to

detect differences between the identified user groups.

4. Findings

4.1 Case company

The case company is a global engineering company in the pharmaceutical industry, with

around 2,000 employees in 15 offices in Europe, China, India and the USA. Communities of

practice, which the company calls communities of interest (CoIs), have assumed a central

part of the company’s strategy to become a world-leading pharma engineering company,

which has a local presence and uses the knowledge of experts around the world.

Since 2008, the company has organized 20 global CoIs, whose size at the time of the

survey ranged from 67 to 373 members; approximately 1,400 project execution employees

were members of at least one CoI. Participation is voluntary and the CoIs define their own

tasks, are responsible for stewarding knowledge within the enterprise and have a long-term
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focus. CoIs are in charge of writing global engineering standards and implementing best

engineering practices derived from projects throughout the world. Several information and

communication technologies, tools including the ESM platform Connect, which was

introduced around five years ago, support the communities in knowledge sharing. Each CoI

has a community leader (called chairman in the company) who is responsible for the

community and key members’ engagement. He or she is also responsible for the

administrative tasks of inviting members to meetings, reporting on CoI performance,

maintaining a dialogue with the CoI board and following up on the budget. A CoI has

several key members who are appointed voluntarily to the position because they are

recognized experts within their field and these members are central to developing

knowledge, sharing knowledge and answering questions. Basic members have no

responsibilities but contribute to knowledge sharing and development.

4.2 Deriving a bi-dimensional user classification

We received 262 valid answers from the employees of the case company. Table 1 provides

an overview of the demographics of the survey participants.

Regarding the frequency of use as one dimension of the proposed classification scheme,

we defined a frequent user as a “person who uses Connect to access his or her CoI at least

once a week,” while a sporadic user is an “individual who is active only once a month or

more rarely.” Furthermore, we asked employees whether they perceived themselves as

passive users or actively involved on the platform, e.g. by answering questions or

motivating their colleagues to contribute. From these two dimensions, use frequency and

type of use, four user groups were derived, as indicated in Table 2, which are named

following the definition typically used in the literature (Section 2), i.e. frequent contributors,

sporadic contributors, frequent lurkers and sporadic lurkers.

Table 1 Demographics of survey participants (n=262)

Items (%)

Position in the company

Manager

Project/Engineering manager

Engineer/Specialist

Missing

6.8

19.3

72.7

1.1

Length of working in the company

0–2 years

2–5 years

5–10years

10–15 years

More than 15 years

Missing

21.6

29.5

22.3

11.7

13.3

1.5

Length of membership in primary CoI

0–6month

6month–1 year

1–2 years

2–4 years

More than 4 years

Missing

9.5

7.6

14.0

31.4

36.4

1.1

Role in primary CoI

Chairman

Key member

Member

Missing

7.2

20.1

71.6

1.1
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All user types could be identified in the data sample. The group of frequent users (56.1% of

respondents) was slightly bigger than the group of sporadic users, which can be mainly

explained by the fact that the survey was administered online with Connect and thus, the

survey reached frequent users more easily. This is also why 68.3% of respondents

indicated they were active users. The high share of active users, much higher than which

usually characterizes a social media platform, may be because the platform is used within a

favorable organizational context as communities of practice, where knowledge-sharing

activities are naturally stimulated. The two groups sporadic contributors and frequent

lurkers should be mentioned, as their presence confirmed that the two dimensions seem to

be useful to better identify the different user behaviors. To answer research question 2, in

the following section, we analyze the characteristics of these user groups.

4.3 Characterizing the identified user groups

Table 3 provides an overview of the demographic characteristics of the four groups. Half of

the engineers and more than half of the managers perceive themselves as frequent

contributors. For project and engineering managers, we do not see a clear distinction between

frequent contributors and sporadic lurkers. Project and engineering managers may also use

other tools to coordinate their teams and CoIs are seen as a means for finding information

related to daily work more than as a coordination tool. The survey showed that chairmen and

key members fulfill their roles well because the majority consider themselves frequent

contributors. All chairmen perceived themselves as contributors, even if they had more or less

intense frequency. Regarding the other two demographic characteristics on the questionnaire,

that is, length of membership in a CoI and length of employment at the company, no patterns

were found. To sum up, the roles played in the company and in the community are related to

the type of use made of the platform, while the company and the community seniority are not.

We performed an ANOVA to identify differences between the four groups. Table 4 lists the

mean values and standard deviations of Likert-scaled variables that showed significant F-

test results (p=0.05). The first four factors concern the relevance of different knowledge

sources for the employee’s own daily job, which indicates the importance of his or her

cognitive needs and the second five how much CoIs help in satisfying the employee’s

different needs. The other factors, such as technical and organizational obstacles to

Table 3 Demography of user groups

Items

Frequent contributor

(n=123) (%)

Frequent lurker

(n=24) (%)

Sporadic contributor

(n=56) (%)

Sporadic lurker

(n=59) (%)

Position in the company

Engineer/Specialist 50.0 10.9 20.8 18.2

Project/Engineering manager 31.4 5.9 23.5 39.2

Manager 55.6 0.0 22.2 22.2

User role in primary CoI

Chairman 89.5 0.0 10.5 0.0

Key member 77.4 1.9 17.0 2.8

Member 34.4 12.2 23.3 30.2

Table 2 User groups according to frequency and kind of use

User group Active user Passive user

Frequent user 46.9% frequent contributors 9.2% frequent lurkers

Sporadic user 21.4% sporadic contributors 22.5% sporadic lurkers
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platform use, did not show any statistically significant difference among the members of the

four groups.

Looking at the results shown in Table 4, sporadic lurkers show the lowest mean values in all

variables. Frequent contributors present much higher values (apart from the relevance of

formal meetings). Therefore, it seems reasonable to presume that sporadic lurkers and

frequent contributors are very different, especially concerning their knowledge needs which

are greater for frequent contributors. Furthermore, the level of satisfaction with all the

benefits linked to belonging to the CoI decreased from frequent contributors to frequent

lurkers to sporadic contributors to sporadic lurkers. This last point highlights the existence

of a relationship between the use of the ESM platform and the perceived usefulness of CoIs,

which seems to confirm previous literature on the existence of a synergic link between

communities and ESM (Annabi and McGann, 2013; Helms et al., 2017).

We used Tukey’s b post hoc test to explore the differences between user groups (p=0.05)

for all the variables in Table 4 in more detail. The results reported in Table 5 reveal the

different subgroups that could be found. In some cases, the groups can be distinguished

clearly (such as in “satisfied with CoI fulfillment of my needs,” where three subgroups were

found). In other cases, like “relevance of external knowledge sources,” frequent contributors

and sporadic lurkers clearly are in two different groups, while frequent lurkers and sporadic

contributors could be assigned to both groups according to Tukey’s b test. In general,

frequent contributors can be distinguished from sporadic lurkers, as they are in eight of nine

variables in different groups and from sporadic contributors (in four of the nine variables).

Frequent lurkers and sporadic contributors are more similar to each other (as they are in the

same subgroup in more cases) than they are similar to sporadic lurkers. This result

suggests that the investigated factors influence frequency more than a type of use.

We also asked participants in an open question about what they thought their primary CoI

lacked. The results were analyzed via qualitative conceptual content analysis. We used an

inductive approach and during the interactive coding process identified six different

problem areas. We also counted the frequencies of the named problems per user group.

Table 4 Mean values of significant variables in ANOVA analysis

Group of variables Variable F-value (sig.)

Frequent

contributor:

mean (SD)

Frequent

lurker: mean

(SD)

Sporadic

contributor:

mean (SD)

Sporadic

lurker: mean

(SD)

Relevance of

knowledge sources

for the job

Relevance of external

knowledge sources for own job

(magazines, conferences)

F = 6.047

Sig 0.001

3.37 (1.134) 2.83 (1.239) 2.96 (1.159) 2.64 (1.119)

Relevance of Connect as

knowledge source for own job

F = 8.818

Sig 0.000

3.58 (0.950) 3.09 (1.041) 3.05 (0.862) 2.84 (1.121)

Relevance of formal meetings

for own job

F = 2.698

Sig 0.046

3.88 (0.829) 3.92 (0.830) 3.61 (1.039) 3.53 (1.040)

Importance of information

about new tech solutions for

job

F = 7.304

Sig 0.000

4.07 (0.825) 3.50 (1.103) 3.51 (0.998) 3.51 (1.165)

Satisfaction with CoI Satisfied with CoI fulfilment of

own needs

F = 15.99

Sig 0.000

3.55 (0.727) 3.17 (0.702) 3.11 (0.908) 2.71 (0.811)

Satisfied with level of

collaboration in CoI

F = 6.629

Sig 0.000

3.40 (0.939) 3.21 (0.779) 3.02 (0.863) 2.79 (0.881)

Satisfied with finding often

answers to questions in CoI

F = 15.514

Sig 0.000

3.44 (0.841) 3.04 (0.955) 2.89 (0.824) 2.49 (1.054)

Satisfied with CoI ability to

receive own ideas

F = 8.019

Sig 0.000

3.63 (0.969) 3.33 (0.816) 3.20 (0.826) 2.95 (0.911)

Satisfied with CoI keeping up

with industry

F = 5.968

Sig 0.001

3.58 (0.864) 3.58 (1.018) 3.14 (0.819) 3.09 (0.880)
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Table 6 lists the most frequent answers and the number of people who mentioned the issue

in parentheses. All four groups indicated two problem areas: the need for more participants

who are active and making the search of useful content easier. Frequent contributors

mentioned the need to find more (and in a different format) topics; they also would even like

to contribute more, if they had time. Sporadic contributors mentioned similar topics as the

frequent contributors but asked for more support from senior management and a clearer

Table 5 Homogeneous subsets for ANOVA significant variables according to Tukey b test (mean values)

Significant variables according to ANOVA

Subset for a=0.05

1 2 3

Relevance of external knowledge sources for own job (magazines, conferences)

Frequent contributor 3.37

Frequent lurker 2.83 2.83

Sporadic contributor 2.96 2.96

Sporadic lurker 2.64

Relevance of Connect as knowledge source for own job

Frequent contributor 3.58

Frequent lurker 3.09

Sporadic contributor 3.05

Sporadic lurker 2.84

Relevance of formal meetings for own job

Frequent contributor 3.88

Frequent lurker 3.92

Sporadic contributor 3.61

Sporadic lurker 3.53

Importance of information about new tech solutions for job

Frequent contributor 4.07

Frequent lurker 3.50

Sporadic contributor 3.51

Sporadic lurker 3.51

Satisfied with CoI fulfilment of own needs

Frequent contributor 3.55

Frequent lurker 3.17

Sporadic contributor 3.11

Sporadic lurker 2.71

Satisfied with level of collaboration in CoI

Frequent contributor 3.40

Frequent lurker 3.21 3.21

Sporadic contributor 3.02 3.02

Sporadic lurker 2.79

Satisfied with finding often answers to questions in CoI

Frequent contributor 3.44

Frequent lurker 3.04 3.04

Sporadic contributor 2.89 2.89

Sporadic lurker 2.49

Satisfied with CoI ability to receive own ideas

Frequent contributor 3.63

Frequent lurker 3.33 3.33

Sporadic contributor 3.20 3.20

Sporadic lurker 2.95

Satisfied with CoI keeping up with industry

Frequent contributor 3.58

Frequent lurker 3.58

Sporadic contributor 3.14 3.14

Sporadic lurker 3.09
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strategy for all CoIs. Frequent lurkers were disappointed with old information and dead

links, while sporadic lurkers were not motivated to use their CoI because they found it easier

to ask their colleagues directly. Sporadic lurkers also complained about their limited time to

participate in the CoI and similarly to sporadic contributors, about the lack of support from

management to integrate such activity in daily work.

5. Discussion

5.1 Characteristics of user groups

We investigated whether it is possible and likely more useful, to use a bi-dimensional

taxonomy to classify ESM users with two dimensions: frequency of use and type of use

(RQ1). Different from other authors such as Schwade and Schubert (2019), we focused the

classification on users of the platform (we did not include non-users). Furthermore, we did

not define different types of lurking and contributing, but users of the ESM platform reported

their perceived active (contributors) and passive (lurkers) use, as well their platform use

frequency. The results confirmed the bi-dimensional classification of ESM users and

therefore answered RQ1, given that a sufficient number of survey respondents were

included in all four user types.

We also characterized the four derived user groups to answer RQ2. We found that the

groups exhibit significant differences concerning the role played by individuals in the

groups. In particular, the large majority of assigned chairmen and key members are

frequent contributors, which is completely in line with their role within the community.

Conversely, the group of sporadic lurkers is almost exclusively made up of basic members.

Moreover, this study showed that different user types have different motivations for using

the platform regarding information needs for their job (depending on which of this

information can also be found in the CoIs) and to what degree the community fulfills their

needs for useful and updated information and to collaborate with colleagues. In general,

results suggest that the higher the knowledge needs, particularly those concerning new

technical solutions and the capability to find answers within the community, the more

frequent the respondents’ use of the ESM platform. This result is in line with the supporting

KM role that scholars assign to such tools (Razmerita et al., 2014).

However, the results show that although frequent contributors clearly distinguish

themselves from sporadic lurkers, sporadic users and frequent lurkers are similar in terms

Table 6 Results of conceptual content analysis regarding missing issues in the COIs (n = frequency of concept)

Problem area Frequent contributors Frequent lurkers Sporadic contributors Sporadic lurkers

User activity �More active participants (n=18) �More activity (n = 2) �Missing active people (n =

2)

�Missing activity of

other people (n = 2)

Content issues �More topics, not only questions

and answers (n = 7)

�More and more

updated content (n = 4)

�Missing updated content

and links (n = 3)

Missing time �More time to contribute (n = 6) �Missing time to use CoI (n

= 3)

� No time (n = 3)

Finding relevant

information

� Better search possibilities (n = 6)

� Access from outside the company

(n = 2)

� Easier overview about

content that allows to

follow a topic (n = 2)

� Better ways to search for

and filter relevant information

(n = 4)

� Useful rating of articles (n

= 2)

�Miss focus on relevant

information (n = 2)

No motivation � Do not need CoIs for

own work (n = 1)

� Lack of motivation/

better to ask colleagues

directly (n = 4)

Missing support

frommanagement

� Support from upper

management/strategy for all

CoIs, rewards for higher

quality (n = 2)

� Needmore support

frommanagement to

integrate in daily work

(n = 2)
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of cognitive needs and satisfaction with CoIs. In particular, Tukey’s b post hoc test results

did not show differences between sporadic contributors and frequent lurkers. Instead, the

latter group is more satisfied with their CoI than the former group, which shows that

frequency plays a more relevant role in differentiating users’ types than the active or passive

type of use. This seems to confirm the attention given to this variable as a classification

basis by many authors (Holtzblatt et al., 2013).

5.2 Changing sporadic contributors and lurkers to more frequent users

Knowing the characteristics of the different user types allows designing and implementing

specific initiatives to promote more frequent and active use of the platform. A challenging

step is to induce infrequent contributors to contribute more frequently, as well as infrequent

lurkers to use CoIs more frequently. In this regard, the results in Table 6 show that sporadic

users complain about not finding enough useful information in the ESM and of the lack of

management support.

To address the first issue, chairmen and key members should not only contribute new

knowledge but also take care that outdated knowledge is archived and dead links are

removed. In general, better-organized information allows easier and faster retrieval, thus

leading to increased use of the platform and the community.

To address the second issue, managers should integrate the work with CoIs into

employees’ daily work routines, make the benefits of contributing to and using the ESM

clearer, encourage employees to contribute and give them time to read information and

provide answers (Razmerita et al., 2016). In doing this, managers should consider the

organizational position of the individual employee. For instance, in the case of the company

some factors make project and engineering managers less frequent and active users of the

platform, which must be identified to foster their participation.

In the case company, all actions (also offline) that aim at making CoIs more useful for

members can have a positive impact on the use of the ESM platform in terms of increasing

the frequency and the level of contribution. The content provided is a key factor: the more

useful and updated content for one’s job that is provided, the more frequently and actively

the platform will be used. Furthermore, respondents proposed that contributions should be

rewarded, especially if they are high quality and therefore, are very useful for colleagues.

6. Conclusions

In this study, we used a bi-dimensional typology to classify and analyze how employees of

an engineering services company use an ESM platform to access and interact within their

communities. The results provided answers to the two research questions; however, the

answers were partially unexpected and provide thought-provoking indications.

6.1 Implications of the study

The paper has academic and practical implications. From an academic viewpoint, this

study confirmed that such a bi-dimensional classification can help better identify the

different ESM user groups and understand the factors that affect their behavior.

Furthermore, it allows highlighting differences and similarities that describe the various

groups. For instance, the results revealed that frequent lurkers and sporadic contributors

share some common traits that distinguish them from the other two groups. This paves the

way for further empirical research on different factors that characterize and distinguish the

different user groups. In addition, future researchers should use the proposed classification

in other contexts and confirm whether the characteristics of the different groups are linked

to the organizational environment in which the ESM platform is implemented.
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Regarding the practical implications, the results provide useful indications to managers who

intend to promote the use of an ESM platform within their company. In particular, the results

not only confirm the ineffectiveness of an undifferentiated approach but also suggest that

managers’ efforts should be primarily directed at sporadic users who are less satisfied with

their CoI and ask for more managerial support.

6.2 Limitations

This study has several limitations. The most important is that results cannot be generalized,

as only one company in an industry with specific knowledge needs and capabilities was

examined. An aspect that must be considered concerns the fact that the ESM platform

operates within a community-based context, which clearly influences the use of the

platform. Furthermore, for the sake of speed and simplicity, the survey was distributed

through the ESM and not via email, thus reducing the reach. Thus, it is likely that the sample

included a larger share of more frequent users than the actual percentage in the company.

Finally, the study is based on respondents’ self-assessments of their frequency and the type

of use as we were not allowed to access the Connect system and conduct an analysis of log

data and activities performed. However, researchers on this topic frequently use this

method (Ahmed et al., 2019) especially because, differently from what happens using log

data, it allows to collect of information about motivations, perceived advantages, etc., that

induce people to use ESM. Thus, despite the previous limitations, the findings of the study

provide interesting insights that can be the basis for further studies aimed to better

understand how new social media tools are used in the business context.
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