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Four-dimensional model: A literature review on reasons behind lurking 

behavior  

Abstract 

Purpose – In the early days of online communities, researchers tended to view lurkers 

negatively and considered them illegitimate and peripheral members. However, the tide 

of opinion about lurkers has gradually become more positive. To take a broad view, 

lurkers should be included in the knowledge sharing context because while they may not 

share knowledge directly, they are still stakeholders in online communities who benefit 

from the knowledge shared. This study reviews the literature from a knowledge sharing 

perspective to provide a comprehensive understanding of lurkers in online communities 

and identify additional reasons behind lurking behavior.  

Design/methodology/approach – Previous studies that examined reasons behind lurking 

behavior in the literature were reviewed. 

Findings – A four-dimensional model is provided which categorizes the additional 

reasons for lurking into four domains: individual, social, organizational, and 

technological. 

Originality/value – The model serves as a roadmap for future researchers in examining lurkers 

and lurking behavior. Lurkers should be re-defined. De-lurking strategies were suggested 

following the reasons for lurking behavior in the four-dimensional model, but de-lurking 

strategies were not recommended in all circumstances. An increase in active lurkers is another 

option to bring more value to online communities. 

Key words: lurker; online communities; knowledge sharing; literature review 

1. Introduction 

1.1. Knowledge sharing in online communities 

Knowledge sharing is an activity which is carried out to exchange knowledge, concerning 
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information, skills, or experiences among individuals (Nguyen, 2020a; Nguyen, 2020b). With 

the development of information and communication technologies, and especially of online 

communities, knowledge sharing is flourishing (Charband & Navimipour, 2016; Shen et al., 

2010). Online communities are communication platforms and social networks for people who 

have hold the same interests or goals. These communities are guided by formal or informal 

policies as well as supported by various computer systems and often have unique content 

because of member-contributed knowledge (Nguyen et al., 2019a; Preece & Maloney-

Krichmar, 2005). Access to knowledge is cited as the most common reason for joining an 

online community (Ridings & Gefen, 2004; Yoon & Rolland, 2012). Therefore, online 

communities which have compelling content often attract more members, creating a loop as 

more members generate more content to draw in more members. In this way, knowledge 

generated in online communities becomes a valuable currency or social resource (Ridings et 

al., 2006). However, in examining knowledge sharing in online communities, the focus of prior 

researchers has been on determinants of knowledge sharing with a lack of studies investigating 

the different types of participant in the online knowledge sharing process (Nguyen et al., 2019b; 

Nguyen et al., 2019c; Nguyen, 2020a). 

1.2. Lurkers in online knowledge sharing 

Participants in online communities are often categorized into two types: lurkers and posters. 

The former refers to those who read postings without making their own contribution while the 

latter refers to those who share knowledge online (Nguyen, 2020a).  Although posters often 

donate knowledge to build value, the vast majority of members in many online communities 

are lurkers, accounting for up to ninety percent of the total number of participants (Cranefield 

et al., 2015; Marett & Joshi, 2009). This phenomenon has drawn the attention of research 

communities to understand what underpins lurking behavior. The main focuses of prior 
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researchers are often related to identifying lurkers, reasons for lurking, and methods to deal 

with lurkers (see the reviews of Sun et al., 2014 and Amichai-Hamburger et al., 2016). 

Interestingly, past researchers tended to have a negative view of lurkers (Preece et al., 2004). 

Therefore, de-lurking strategies, which encourage lurkers to become posters, have been 

proposed to reduce the number of lurkers in online communities. However, whether lurking is 

always inappropriate behavior and whether de-lurking strategies are the best ways to add more 

value to online communities are issues that need more investigation.  

The lurking phenomenon has long been seen as an enigma since the vast majority of 

participants in many online communities are lurkers (Phang et al., 2009). Identifying reasons 

for lurking is crucial to understand lurkers, who account for the majority of online participants. 

When examining lurking behavior, it seems that prior researchers have often focused on 

psychological reasons. However, previous researchers tended to decline to locate lurkers in the 

knowledge sharing context. Although lurkers are not active in posting, they are also 

stakeholders in the knowledge sharing process. From a knowledge sharing perspective, 

knowledge is the value that attracts members to online communities. If lurking behavior is not 

examined in the knowledge sharing context, reasons underpinning lurking behavior may be 

missed, which could lead to difficulties in fully understanding lurker behavior. Therefore, this 

raises a question of whether the literature has adequately identified the reasons for lurking, and 

if from the knowledge sharing perspective, there are additional reasons underpinning lurker 

behavior.  

1.3. Aim and significance of the review 

In response to the growing number of online communities as well as a need to understand the 

reasons for lurking and locate lurkers in the knowledge sharing context, this study reviews the 

existing lurking literature and provides a new view of lurkers. In particular, this study 
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systematically examines and synthesizes the existing literature concerning the reasons behind 

lurking behavior, to map out what has been explored and what needs to be investigated further. 

By doing so, the significance of this study is threefold (see Figure 1): First, the study provides 

a comprehensive picture of lurkers in knowledge sharing in online communities, through which 

this study can bring an objective view about lurkers and lurking behavior. Second, the study 

provides additional reasons behind lurking behavior from the knowledge sharing perspective, 

which have not been examined or clearly highlighted in the literature. Third, by mapping what 

has already been investigated, the study shows research gaps and proposes suggestions for 

future research.  

  
Insert Figure 1 here 

 
 

2. Methods 

This literature review consisted of three phases. The research was started by reviewing relevant 

articles from the literature to capture the reasons behind lurking behavior in knowledge sharing 

in online communities. In the second phase, based on the reasons from the literature, the reasons 

behind lurking behavior were systematically summarized. In the last phase, the proposed 

conceptual model with reproducible, rigorous and comprehensive approaches will be 

developed and finalized to gain a deeper understanding of key additional reasons behind 

lurking behavior which has not been identified in previous reviews. The value of a literature 

review approach is to show the reach of the literature across sizable and heterogeneous studies 

through a process of extraction and synthesis, and thus shed light on research gaps in the 

literature (Pickering et al., 2015). As the aims of the study are to map the landscapes and 

boundaries of lurkers in knowledge sharing in online communities as well as reveal research 

gaps for future studies, a literature review is deemed a suitable tool.  
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3. Review findings 

3.1. Defining lurker  

Researchers have formulated various definitions of lurkers. However, the term ‘lurker’ is not 

an absolute term and there is no unified definition. A strict definition of a lurker is a member 

who has never posted (Preece et al., 2004). However, the term ‘lurker’ may also refer to 

members who post infrequently, have not posted recently, maintain a minimal level of posting, 

such as fewer than four posts over a twelve-week period, or contribute fewer than the average 

number of postings (Preece et al., 2004; Ridings et al., 2006).  

In the early days, researchers tended to view lurkers negatively (Wasko & Faraj, 2005; 

Wasko et al., 2009). Lurkers were considered to be illegitimate and peripheral members in 

online communities and pose a problem for posters (Preece et al., 2004). If posters see that the 

majority of members are lurking rather than participating in a discussion and contributing, they 

may be discouraged from sharing, or feel that they are being spied upon. In addition, lurkers 

were regarded as free-riders who wasted valuable bandwidth while benefiting from the 

knowledge posted in online communities or using content without seeking consent (Nonnecke 

et al., 2006). As a consequence, lurking, which often refers to lurkers’ activity in online 

communities, was regarded as inappropriate behavior or detrimental use of technology. In other 

words, the social capital of online communities deemed to be drained by lurkers, and thus effort 

was needed to prevent lurking (Preece et al., 2004). The sustainability of an online community 

requires contributions from participants, but lurkers merely observe others’ interactions and 

benefit from the information posted. This can become quite extreme when lurkers are 

noticeable in intimate communities such as chat rooms. In an experiment by Hudson and 

Bruckman (2004), 29% of chat rooms showed a disregard for lurkers by kicking them out 

because they did not post anything. 
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Recently, the tide of opinion about lurkers has changed to one that is more positive. 

Lurkers are accepted as community members (Preece et al., 2004) and may learn vicariously 

through posters (Preece et al., 2004). However, the term ‘free-rider’ may still be used to 

characterize those who lurk (Wasko & Faraj, 2005; Wasko et al., 2009). In addition, due to the 

high number of lurkers in online communities, reasons for lurking behavior have been paid 

significant attention from both researchers and practitioners.  

 
 
3.2. Four-dimensional model of lurking 
 

The literature recognizes the existence of a variety of reasons behind lurking behavior (see 

reviews of Sun et al., 2014 and Amichai-Hamburger et al., 2016). However, what is missing in 

the literature is an investigation of lurking behavior in a knowledge sharing context. Individuals 

participate in online communities mainly because of knowledge demand (Ridings & Gefen, 

2004; Yoon & Rolland, 2012).  After the process of literature review, some key additional 

reasons were found to lead to lurking behavior. Based on the four-dimensional model of 

(Nguyen, 2020a), the additional reasons behind lurking behavior in this study are categorized 

into four groups in the individual-social-organizational-technological (ISTO) model (see 

Figure 2). According to Nguyen (2020a), the decision to share knowledge or lurk is based on 

four categories of factors: individual, social, organizational, and technological. Individual 

factors are the individual characteristics that help to explain why different people behave 

differently in the same situation. Social, organizational, and technological factors explain the 

response of individuals under the influences of external determinants. A four-dimensional 

model provides a comprehensive picture for overall additional reasons behind lurking 

behaviorization. The following sections describe these four groups in the ISTO model for 

lurking in detail. 
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Insert Figure 2 here 

3.4.1 Individual factors  

Individual factors relate to members’ perceptions about their cognitive needs, knowledge self-

efficacy and loss of knowledge power. Cognitive needs refer to individual cognition about the 

need for knowledge and the necessity of posting. Regarding the need for knowledge, 

participants tend to lurk when they feel that their knowledge needs are fulfilled by lurking. 

When a member participates in an online community, they often do so with a specific need for 

specific information or to find a solution to an issue (Ridings & Gefen, 2004; Yoon & Rolland, 

2012). If they can find all the information they need or the answer to solve an issue, they may 

think that they do not need to post as reading or browsing suffices (Merry & Simon, 2012; 

Nonnecke et al., 2006; Park & Gabbard, 2018). In terms of the necessity of posting, members 

who think it is not necessary to post (Merry & Simon, 2012; Nonnecke et al., 2006; Park & 

Gabbard, 2018; Preece et al., 2004) or have no interest in posting  and find posting annoying 

(Merry & Simon, 2012; Nonnecke et al., 2006; Park & Gabbard, 2018; Simon et al., 2013) 

often lurk. As posting is not compulsory in online communities, such members do not find 

posting necessary or of benefit to them (Nonnecke et al., 2006; Preece et al., 2004). 

Knowledge self-efficacy refers to an individual’ s confidence in their ability to provide 

valuable knowledge to others (Nguyen, 2020a). An individual who has low knowledge self-

efficacy is likely to lurk (Gray, 2004). In order to post, individuals need to have a certain 

knowledge about the topic under discussion. Otherwise, they may feel embarrassed when their 

posting does not provide value or make much of a contribution. The coordinators of 

community-based adult learning programs in the study by Gray (2004) felt that they lacked 

specific experience to share and so had nothing to offer, leading to lurking behavior. Some 

members in MSN bulletin board communities in a study by Preece et al. (2004) were not 
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confident about their knowledge to post or contribute anything to online communities, and 

therefore tended to lurk. The same reason for lurking behavior is given in the studies by 

Nonnecke et al. (2006), Park and Gabbard (2018), and Simon et al. (2013) by members who 

thought that they could not contribute value to online communities and did not perceive the 

importance of their participation. Lurkers in LiveJournal communities agreed that they did not 

know enough about the topic to contribute (Merry & Simon, 2012), resulting in lurking 

behavior. In addition, the lack of ability to self-express may also lead to lurking. Some 

members of online health support groups struggled with self-expression, so they remained 

silent (Fullwood et al., 2019).  

Another significant individual factor impacting active lurker behavior is perceived loss 

of knowledge power (Bishop, 2011; Xiang et al., 2013). In a knowledge-based society, 

knowledge has been chosen as the most strategically important resource (Cantu et al., 2009; 

De la Vega & Stankosky, 2010; Grant, 1996) and a principal source of value creation (Nonaka, 

1991; Spender & Grant, 1996; Teece et al., 1997). Individuals may feel a sense of threat to 

their competitive advantage, power, importance and job security by sharing information with 

others. Due to this threat, they are more likely to hoard knowledge as a way to maintain power, 

advance career opportunities and increase salary options (Bishop, 2011). Thus, lurking in 

online communities presents value to such members as critical knowledge, expertise and 

innovation development can be obtained, without having to reciprocate.  

3.4.2. Social factors 

Social factors are related to the interaction with other members in online communities. Social 

interaction ties, trust and volume of posting are social reasons for lurking that have been paid 

insufficient attention in previous studies. Social interaction ties refer to the bond among 

members of the online community (Garrett & Caldwell, 2002). Close social interaction ties, as 
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exemplified by posters, are shown to have a positive influence on knowledge sharing because 

participants increase their depth, breadth, and efficiency of knowledge sharing (Amayah, 

2013). In contrast, members tend to be lurkers if they do not have close social interaction ties 

with other members in the online community (Chow & Chan, 2008; Liu et al., 2015; Zhao et 

al., 2013). Previous studies (Chow & Chan, 2008; Liu et al., 2015; Zhao et al., 2013) have 

proven that if relationships among participants are not close, members tend not to be willing to 

share knowledge and prefer to lurk rather than post. Furthermore, low interaction such as little 

attention and insufficient encouragement from other members in an online community may 

discourage members from posting again (Nonnecke et al., 2006; Preece et al., 2004). Members 

who are concerned about receiving aggressive or hostile responses or see groups treating 

members badly or worry about their messages being ignored tend to lurk (Merry & Simon, 

2012; Nonnecke et al., 2006; Park & Gabbard, 2018). Some members in the study by Simon et 

al. (2013) felt uncomfortable communicating with other members and therefore did not want 

to discuss the topic or contribute to the online community.  

Lack of trust is another reason for lurking (Yang & Chen, 2007). From the view of 

Social Exchange Theory, if participants do not trust others, they are not willing to participate 

in social exchange (Gammelgaard, 2010; Nguyen et al., 2015; Zhao et al., 2013). In the studies 

by Ridings et al. (2006) and Rau et al. (2008), lurkers had less trust in others’ benevolence 

and integrity than posters. Likewise, due to misgivings about other participants, they do not 

contribute their knowledge. As a result of this lower level of trust, lurkers are reluctant to 

participate in conversations in online communities (Chen & Hung, 2010). In addition, new 

members often develop trust in the community via lurking to become more familiar with the 

group. Such members may be posters in other groups because they know other members, but 

in a new community, they may wish to lurk first to build up trust (Preece et al., 2004).  

The volume of posting also influences lurking behavior. Lurkers may choose not to post 
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in reaction to information overload or due to the lack of or delay in response (Preece et al., 

2004). The overwhelming number of posts or poor quality of information and knowledge 

shared in the online community is also found to be a cause of lurking behavior (Merry & Simon, 

2012; Nonnecke et al., 2006; Park & Gabbard, 2018; Preece et al., 2004; Simon et al., 2013). 

In the context of health, new members read content and learn forum norms before contribution 

because they want to ensure that they do not waste other people’s time where people in the 

forums are gravely ill (Costello, 2017). New members of health fora in the study by Costello 

(2017) do not want to repeat questions; therefore, they read previous posts to understand the 

community before posting. Lurking, in this case, could be interpreted as a way of not offending 

others’ feelings and showing respect.   

3.4.3. Technological factors 

Technological factors are related to technological reasons preventing users from posting.  

Previous studies seem to have focused on the quality of technical design rather than perception 

of users (Amichai-Hamburger et al., 2016). Low level of perceived ease of use is also a barrier. 

According to the technology acceptance model, all things being equal, improvements in ease 

of use will lead to improvements in performance (Davis et al., 1989; Nguyen et al., 2013). This 

means that if members do not know how to operate a system or post, they will not want to 

contribute knowledge. In the study by Preece et al. (2004), 7.8 percent of respondents reported 

that the reason for their silence was the difficulty in posting online. The findings of the studies 

by Preece et al. (2004) and Nonnecke et al. (2006) also showed that some members did not 

know how to post in the online community, thus leading to lurking behavior. Yen (2016)  and 

Nguyen et al. (2013) argue that an online platform for knowledge sharing of online 

communities is becoming more sophisticated due to advances in information technology. The 

constant development of online platforms may be challenging for users. 
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Online communities often have different types of member; therefore, multi-functions can 

match different demands and needs of members (Guilhermino Trindade et al., 2012). Limited 

functionability can inconvenience members or make it hard for them to engage, thus leading 

to lurking rather than contributing knowledge. Some members may wish to protect their 

reputation and do not want to attract attention from others. If online communities do not offer 

an anonymous function, lurking is often their preferred behavior (Fan et al., 2009). They are 

inclined to lurk to avoid annoyance from persistent messages as a result of posting (Nonnecke 

& Preece, 2001). Lurking facilitates an ability to remain incognito as a means to detract from 

over scrutiny or involvement in blame wars within the online community (Chennamaneni et 

al., 2012). In this context, lurking becomes a preferable choice which simultaneously enables 

issue avoidance, the maintainance of reputation, self-preservation and anonymity.  

3.4.4. Organizational factors 

Any online community also has an organizational structure, norms and rules; therefore, these 

factors will affect lurking behavior through community management and commitment. 

Community management can be categorized as a determinant of lurking behavior, although it 

has not received much attention by researchers in the literature. Management support is crucial 

in creating a favorable environment for members, especially in large or multi-national online 

communities (Cavaliere & Lombardi, 2015). For example, management should demonstrate 

their roles in restricting unfriendly responses or helping new members. Conflicts among 

members also require intervention by management. Online communities with poor 

management may lead to a mess in knowledge shared and discourage members. Without 

support from management to connect with others, members may feel lost and lose interest in 

the contribution of knowledge (Han et al., 2014; Han et al., 2012). Poor management support 

has a negative impact on members, leading to lurking behavior. In the study by Preece et al. 
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(2004), some members lurked because they felt online community managers made little effort 

for the community. Sometimes, online community managers let aggressive messages appear in 

the online community, which insult other members and compromise the whole community.  

Low level of commitment is another reason for lurking. Commitment refers to the relative 

strength of an individual’s identification in online communities (Shen et al., 2010; Xiang et al., 

2013; Yen, 2016). A participant with a low level of commitment often prefers to lurk rather 

than share knowledge (Tsai & Cheng, 2012). Low commitment may happen to members who 

want to be free from duties or have no feeling of belongingness and attachment to online 

communities. Commitment to online communities often requires time and effort; thus, not all 

members want to invest much time and effort into voluntary tasks in online communities 

(Nguyen, 2020a). Such members often lurk because they may fear that if they posted, they 

were making a commitment.  

The level of commitment also depends on the organizationl context: an organizational setting 

or an open system (Nguyen et al., 2019a). In open systems where online communites are open 

for anyone to participate in, the level of commitment is often lower because knowledge sharing 

is voluntary, members often do not get punished for their lurking. In contrast, in organizational 

settings where only employees can join, the level of commitment is often higher because 

individuals belong to the same organization and have close relationships with co-workers, 

leading to knowledge sharing rather than lurking (Nguyen et al., 2019a). In addition, lurking 

could lead to negative consequences such as organizational inefficiency or fragmentation of 

services and/or service breakdown; thus, employees tend to minimize lurking behavior 

(Nguyen, 2020a). Furthermore, in organizational settings, as parts of work requirements for 

some jobs or positions such as trainers or supervisors, employees tend to less commit lurking 

due to job security (Nguyen et al., 2019c; Nguyen, 2020b).  
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4. Discussion and future research suggestions 

The aim of this study is to investigate the reasons underpinning lurking behavior in online 

knowledge sharing. From the review findings, there are some issues which need to be discussed 

as follows. 

4.1. Re-defining lurkers  

Lurkers should be re-defined in online communities.  Traditional approaches viewed lurkers as 

invisible members or peripheral players. However, in the lurking literature, the reasons behind 

lurker behavior have not been reviewed comprehensively as lurkers have not been examined 

from a knowledge sharing context. Since lurkers are regarded as stakeholders in the knowledge 

sharing process, so from the knowledge sharing perspective, additional reasons for lurking have 

been pointed out in the ISTO model. These reasons show that lurkers should be re-defined 

lurkers in a positive way.  

Lurkers are not non-users, but active and goal-driven participants, engaging in different 

activities as well as employing a range of strategies (Edelmann, 2013). Lurkers may actually 

spend many hours lurking to read information even though they infrequently or never post. 

From the onset, participants may not actually intend to lurk (Sun et al., 2014). Due to some 

reasons that is shown in the ISTO model such as low interaction ties, poor community 

management, low perceived ease of use and limited functions of the systems, these lead to 

lurking behavior. Furthermore, lurking may help to reduce the overload of information caused 

by a repetition of queries and an overload of information that could occur if all members posted 

(Preece et al., 2004).  In the study by Alexandrov et al. (2013), they emphasise the importance 

of lurkers when the online community is dominated by negative comments. They found that 

high poster rates are harmful if negative comments prevail because posters’ attitudes and brand 

buying intentions are strongly impacted by what the community thinks. Consequently, if 
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negative comments prevail, organizations should try to discourage posters postings and 

contend with lurkers, who are generally more indifferent toward what other users say.  

Lurkers do have their own opinions and ideas (Amichai-Hamburger, et al., 2016). They 

may have the ability to contribute valuable knowledge, but they may be waiting to get used to 

the communities, develop a feeling of belonging and build up trust before contributing (Ridings 

et al., 2006). Even if lurkers do not possess value knowledge, they also can learn from the 

knowledge shared by other participants to increase self-efficacy to become posters in the future, 

providing key revenue resources and valuable information and knowledge (Ridings et al., 

2006).  In a large community, lurking may be advantageous because it helps to avoid the same 

questions being asked repeatedly and ensures the relevance of postings (Preece et al., 2004). 

Ridings et al. (2006) argue that lurking is certainly desirable to keep a balance in online 

communities. For example, in online communities with several thousand members, although 

these communities still need to have a certain number of posters to generate content and 

maintain value, if every member posted daily or weekly, information overload could follow 

(Ridings et al., 2006). In the online communities which survive by sponsorship or advertising, 

the role of lurkers is as valuable as posters since revenue depends upon the number of visits 

rather than postings. Thus, lurking should be viewed in a positive way and lurkers should not 

be seen as ‘selfish free-riders’ (Edelmann, 2013). Misunderstanding lurking may be detrimental 

to the ethos of an online community. 

4.2. De-lurking strategies 

In online communities, the existence of lurkers has a certain role; however, a preponderance of 

lurkers may result in a low posting rate and low-value content. In order to maintain 

sustainability, assisting and encouraging lurkers to transition to active posters is important. In 

the literature, de-lurking strategies, which encourage lurkers to post, have been suggested. In 
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line with four groups of additional reasons of lurking in the ISTO model, namely individual, 

social, organizational and technological, this study proposes ISTO de-lurking strategies into 

four types accordingly as described in Figure 3. 

 

Insert Figure 3 here 

Regarding individual strategies, changing belief is one option for those who have low 

cognitive needs. Such participants often believe that posting is not necessary, which prevents 

them from carrying out their desires to be social and participate in discussions. Thus, changing 

beliefs is a potential solution even though it may create a degree of dissonance with 

participants’ cognition. To do this, two means are suggested, persuasive text and perceived 

affordance (Bishop, 2007). Regarding the use of persuasive text, new information dissonant 

with lurkers’ existing beliefs is provided. Lurkers may examine the information concerning the 

credibility of the source before changing their beliefs and cognition, such as goals (Nguyen, 

2020a). Challenging beliefs may persuade lurkers to participate in discussion in online 

communities. Using mediating artefacts to offer perceived affordances is an alternative option 

(Bishop, 2007). In this way, lurkers may become more actively engaged in a state of flow and 

exhibit intemperance or even deference (Bishop, 2007). Furthermore, for some lurkers who 

think about knowledge power, a message of encouragement may be useful. This can be in the 

form of a welcome message, stating that any enquiries or comments are encouraged. 

In terms of social strategies, trust enhancement is very important, especially in online 

communities. In line with previous studies, Bishop (2007) and Ridings et al. (2006) suggest 

using a rating system which permits participants to evaluate postings both in terms of quality 

relevance and quantity. This system may help lurkers to assess credibility, thus changing their 

beliefs and encouraging them to engage in posting either through a direct message on the forum 

or via email. Another way to encourage participation could be to include voting on topics as a 
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low-risk way for lurkers to start to contribute (Ridings et al., 2006). Furthermore, in order to 

encourage social interaction ties, online communities should ensure that the environment is 

friendly, so participants feel comfortable in discussions (Nguyen, 2020b). Impolite responses 

or negative postings should be prevented and controlled by protocols, which should increase 

the free interaction among participants (Nguyen et al., 2019a). In addition, community 

responses to newcomers are very important to encourage them to participate. Welcome 

feedback and support can be given to encourage new members (Malinen, 2015).  

A range of technological strategies may also be applied to encourage lurkers to become 

posters and share knowledge. Usability improvement is one technological solution for those 

who have low perceived ease of use. A user-friendly interface is very important to motivate 

participants, especially newcomers (Nguyen, 2020b; Preece et al., 2004). Online communities 

can simplify the posting procedure or make tutorial videos to guide members through all 

functions. Usability support is also very helpful, especially for familiarization with the system 

(Preece et al., 2004). Another suggested strategy is the deployment of a simpler web structure 

with a minimum number of hyperlinks. This will help members who prefer closure to feel 

comfortable in the online discussion environment (Amichai-Hamburger et al., 2016). To deal 

with very active discussions, a zooming interface that allows users to view a map of content, 

then navigate or zoom into areas of interest is a strategy (Ridings et al., 2006). Maintaining 

multi-functions for online community is also crucial for online communities to increase the 

numbers of posters. For example, online communities may offer an option of anonymity and a 

strong feeling of stability of the systems in which online communities are set up to encourage 

participants to contribute to online discussions.  

Using incentives and guidance for newcomers are organizational strategies for de-

lurking. Social Exchange Theory suggests that individuals will be more active in knowledge 

sharing if they are offered incentives such as financial rewards, bonds, and gifts (Constant et 
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al., 1994; Nguyen et al, 2019a; Nguyen, 2020b) or praise for weekly top contributors. This 

strategy has been applied in order to encourage lurkers to commit and bring valuable 

knowledge to online communities (Hummel et al., 2005). Either controlling or informative 

rewards are an effective means to promote knowledge contribution. In addition, Bishop (2007) 

believes that management support including leader and senior user support is one of the most 

effective means to encourage more active participation. Since lurkers can be persuaded to join 

a discussion if they see that their postings are responded to in a constructive way, a leader could 

send a private message to lurkers to encourage them and connect participants of online 

communities, leading to an essential need to be present (Bishop, 2007). Another strategy is to 

introduce new members or invite them to introduce themselves to make them feel welcome 

(Ridings et al., 2006). Offering a mentor or online buddy to support new members is another 

de-lurking strategy (Ridings et al., 2006). As newcomers often need time to become familiar 

with a new environment, online communities should provide guidance and introduce new 

members. Help and support from administrators and older members are very useful in 

encouraging newcomers to become active in posting. 

4.3 Value of active lurkers 

Although de-lurking strategies can encourage lurkers to become posters, the shift from lurking 

to posting, de-lurking, is not always the most important way to make online communities more 

valuable. Lurking can also bring benefits to online communities since lurkers, as indirect 

contributors, propagate the topics to other communities, and use the information or knowledge 

gained to apply to other activities. This kind of lurkers can be called active lurkers who make 

direct contact with posters and propagate knowledge in online communities (Takahashi et al., 

2003). While an increase in the number of active posters could lead to information overload, 

an increase in active lurkers may be more effective (Edelmann, 2013). Furthermore, 
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participating in an online community does not only include posting but also lurking. Lurking 

contributes by reading, editing and organising others’ postings. Even if lurkers do not use or 

propagate knowledge gained, their thoughts can be changed as a result of the influence of online 

communities (Edelmann, 2013). Future researchers can consider examining active lurkers and 

the ways to encourage active lurkers to propagate to other communities. 

 

4.4 Capture of lurking behavior 

Previous researchers have not captured lurking behavior in the empirical quantitative studies. 

Instead, prior researchers often categorize participants into two groups, posters and lurkers, and 

compare the impact from determinants on knowledge sharing behavior between the two groups 

such as Schultz and Beach (2004) or Hung et al. (2015). Interestingly, the criteria for such 

categorization is often based on the lurker definition in which lurkers are those who had never 

posted a message (Bartikowski & Walsh, 2014; Lai & Chen, 2014; Liao & Chou, 2012). As 

there is no unified definition of lurkers, the adoption of such an absolute definition of lurkers 

probably indicates that empirical studies cannot cover all lurkers’ behavior. Relying on the 

number of posting to categorize participants (i.e. people post or not post) in order to compare 

their knowledge sharing behavior may be an oversimplification of their actual behavior.  

Despite various attempts to examine knowledge sharing behavior from different aspects (Chen 

& Hung, 2010), none has investigated lurking behavior. As lurking should be considered as a 

common online behavior, a new variable, ‘lurking’, should be constructed in the knowledge 

sharing process in empirical quantitative studies (Nguyen, 2020a).  

4.5 Longitudinal and cross-community studies  

Previous studies have identified reasons for lurking and proposed numerous de-lurking 

strategies to encourage lurkers to become posters. However, the effect of de-lurking strategies 

is longitudinal. There has not been a longitudinal study to observe the change of lurkers and 
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the effect of de-lurking strategies. On the other hand, as de-lurking is not the only way to make 

online communities have more value, active lurkers also play an important role in propagation. 

In fact, there are lack of studies examining how active lurkers can contribute to online 

communities. In addition, as individuals often participate in a number of online communities 

simultaneously, there is a case in which they are lurkers in one online community but posters 

in others. Future studies should place more attention to cross-community to examine individual 

behavior across online communities.  

Another point that needs to be discussed is that occasions exist in which posters may 

become lurkers when they lose their motivation or interest. For example, an expert may not 

wish to expose their ignorance or have their reputation attacked (Preece et al., 2004). Previous 

studies have shown that posters and lurkers are somewhat different regarding their motivation 

for knowledge sharing behavior in online communities; thus, strategies for each group should 

be tailors accordingly. Future researchers should consider investigating inter-conversion 

between lurkers and posters. 

5. Conclusion  

Understanding what behind lurker behavior is very important because lurkers account for the 

majority of online members. This study has contributed to the literature by putting lurkers into 

the knowledge sharing context to propose the ISTO model for lurking in which the additional 

reasons behind lurking behavior are highlighted. From the model, lurkers are recommended to 

be viewed  in a positive view. Following the ISTO model for luring, the ISTO de-lurking 

strategies were suggested. However, de-lurking strategies are not always the most effective. 

An increase in active lurkers is another way to bring more value to online communities. Future 

researchers should consider empirically validating the ISTO model for lurking and the ISTO 

de-lurking strategies to validate these models and provide further understanding lurking 

behavior in online communites. 
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