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Abstract
Introduction. While online discussion groups have become powerful tools to enhance open democratic
discussions, the literature shows that only a marginal percentage of individuals are active participants.
The majority of users read the content but do not participate (lurkers). The aim of this research was to
better understand the psychological and environmental factors impacting the online participation of
active participants and lurkers.
Method. Four focus groups were conducted in which participants were asked to describe their
participation behavior in online public discussions.
Analysis. The data were analysed using thematic analysis that facilitates identifying, analysing, and
reporting patterns or themes within data.
Results. Regarding psychological factors, findings show that active participants seemed to be more
extroverted and open than lurkers, they felt they had better control over the online environment, a higher
ability to influence, higher self-efficacy and a greater need for gratification. Regarding environmental
factors, both active participants and lurkers reported they need a place to express themselves, need the
content to be emotionally triggered and relevant, and need a familiar environment.
Conclusions. Findings demonstrated that both personality and environmental factors play in the
adoption of the role of lurker or active participant in online communities.

Introduction
Modern communication channels, and especially the Internet, are considered nowadays to be a vital part
of the daily lives of millions of people around the world (Amichai-Hamburger, 2008). Online discussion
groups, as an important aspect of online communications, are Internet spaces that allow people with
similar interests to congregate and to discuss common problems and issues and to offer information and
support on a variety of topics (Himelboim, Gleave and Smith, 2009).
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Despite the need for user participation in online groups, research demonstrates that only a marginal
percentage of individuals contribute to online discussions while the majority of online community users
play a passive role (Han, Hou, Kim and Gustafson, 2014; Nonnecke and Preece, 2000). According to
the ninety-nine-one rule, ninety percent of users do not actively participate in online discussions, while
nine percent of users contribute to some degree, and only one percent of users account for almost all of
the online action (van Mierlo, 2014).
The literature distinguishes between lurkers and creators (Lai and Chen, 2014; Preece, Nonnecke and
Andrews, 2004). Creators are active members in online discussions who are generally regarded as more
constructive members and considered essential for sustaining the online community as a dynamic social
group (Cullen and Morse, 2011). Lurkers, on the other hand, are defined by their That is, lurkers read
social media data, but do not directly contribute to it (Muller, 2012) and prefer passive attention over
active participation (Rafaeli, Ravid, and Soroka, 2004).
Understanding the factors behind participation and lurking in online communities is central to
understanding the socialisation element in online social behaviour, especially since lurkers have
opinions, ideas, and information that can be of value to the online and offline community (Edelmann,
2013). Too many lurkers may lead to a low posting rate and lack of valuable content, which is a problem
that many online communities are faced with (Sun, Rau and Ma, 2014).
The level of participation, as an aspect of online behaviour, is also important because prior research has
found that online participation enhances social well-being (van Uden-Kraan, Drossaert, Taal, Seydel
and van de Laar, 2008), has a positive influence on social self-esteem, and reduces levels of stress and
depression (Herrero, Meneses, Valiente and Rodríguez, 2004). Although the phenomenon of lurking
has been examined before, it has been a challenge recruiting lurkers as subjects, as it is difficult to
identify them online (Muller, 2012) and once they are identified, researchers have used surveys (Hung,
Chai, and Chou, 2015) or interviews (Lee, Chen, and Jiang, 2006; Nonnecke and Preece, 2000) to
examine their online behaviour. This study used focus groups as a research methodology that allowed
us to hear both active participants' and lurkers' voices in a group context. According to Gibbs (1997),
focus groups are widely used in academic research to examine attitudes, feelings, experiences and
reactions in a way that would not be possible with one to one interviews, observations or questionnaires.
The environment of focus groups allows participants to react and build upon responses from other
members (Klein, Tellefsen and Herskovitz, 2007). Exploring focus groups as an innovative
methodology in the study of online participation enabled us to better understand the psychological and
environmental factors behind both participation and lurking in online discussion groups.

Literature review
The literature specifies a variety of factors that determine the users' level of participation. For example,
fifteen indicators were associated with the popularity of online question and answer discussion forums,
divided into three components: personal, environmental, and behavioural (Cheng, Liu and Shieh, 2012).
In an earlier study, four types of reasons for lurking were identified: environmental influence, personal
preference, individual-group relationship and security considerations (Sun et al., 2014). Preece,
Nonnecke and Andrews (2004) observed five main reasons for lurking: (1) not needing to post; (2)
needing to find out more about the group before participating; (3) thinking that they were being helpful
by not posting; (4) not being able to make the software work (i.e., poor usability); (5) not liking the
group dynamics or the community was a poor fit for them. In a recent article Amichai-Hamburger et
al., (2016) proposed a model which divides the factors behind lurking into three categories: individual
differences (need gratification levels, personality dispositions, time available and self-efficacy), socialgroup processes (socialisation, type of community, social loafing, responses to delurking and quality of
the response) and technological setting (technical design flaws and the privacy and safety of the group).
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In light of this model, the current study divides the factors affecting online participation into two main
interests: psychological factors and environmental ones.

Psychological factors
Nonnecke’s (2000) study claimed that there are individuals who are predisposed to lurk and individuals
who are predisposed to post. Research has shown that when users of social media sites are not
anonymous they tend to behave in a similar way to how they would behave in face-to-face interactions
(Amichai-Hamburger and Hayat, 2013). Prior studies have found a relationship between personality
traits and participation behaviour (Aharony, 2013; Bronstein et al., 2016). For example, individuals who
are higher on the openness personality trait participate more in online groups (Nussbaum, Hartley,
Sinatra, Reynolds and Bendixen, 2004), and extroverted people participate more than introverts in social
media sites (Wang, Jackson, Zhang and Su, 2012). However, other studies suggested that introvert
individuals would be expected to display higher levels of online participation than their regular, more
personal interactions, especially when they interact in an anonymous environment in an attempt to meet
their social and intimacy needs (Amichai-Hamburger et al., 2016). The model of Amichai-Hamburger
et al.(2016) suggests four individual factors for lurking: need gratification levels, personality
dispositions, time available and self-efficacy. The current study relates to this model, based on
participants’ reports in the focus groups.
To summarise, it seems that people have a tendency to express their personalities online, and that the
extroversion - introversion theory appears to demonstrate this tendency with extroverts being more
dominant in identified environments and introverts adopting a more extrovert style in anonymous
environments (Amichai-Hamburger, 2017; Amichai-Hamburger and Hayat, 2013; Amichai-Hamburger
and Schneider, 2014).
Furthermore, Cullen and Morse (2011) suggested that different personality traits are related to different
motivations to become active members of an online community. Thus, we may conclude that one cannot
focus solely on the personality aspect and must also take into account the environment.

Environmental factors
When relating to the model of Amichai-Hamburger et al. model (2016), the social-group processes and
technological setting categories are considered as environmental factors to participation. These are
especially interesting, since group managers can take action in order to enhance participation. Muller
(2012) found that the behaviour of participants changed according to the group they participated in. In
one group they could be active, while in another they can become lurkers. Rafaeli et al. (2004) found
that to become more active, one needs to feel very comfortable with the group. In a survey that
distinguished between active participants and lurkers, different motivations for participation were
found. Active participants were influenced by enjoyment of helping others, while lurkers were
influenced by the perceived ease of use and compatibility (Hung et al., 2015).
Other studies have found that the dynamics in online groups, such as information overload, can impact
online participation (Haythornthwaite, 2009) causing users to read less and thus acquiring less social
capital, and having less in common with other users (Rafaeli et al., 2004). Other motivations for
participation in online discussion can be the level of group intimacy (Phua, 2014), the relevance of the
content for users, speed of the response rate (Cheng, Liu and Shieh, 2012) and the quality of information
given in these discussions (Lee, Chen and Jiang, 2006). To summarise, while it is clear that personality
per se does not predict actual behaviour, an individual may possess personality traits that will give them
a tendency to behave in a certain way. This, however will not be expressed if the context for this course
of action is not perceived as appropriate. In light of the above, the current study will examine both
psychological and environmental factors that influence lurkers' and active participants’ behaviour in
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online communities and will use focus groups in order to understand the elements that affect online
participation in discussion groups.

Method
This study examined the following exploratory research questions:
1. What are the psychological factors behind participating or lurking in online discussion groups?
2. What are the environmental factors behind participating or lurking in online discussion groups?
Populations and sampling
To answer the research questions, we conducted a qualitative study involving four focus group
discussions with small groups of Internet users. Two of the groups consisted of lurkers and two consisted
of active participants. A total of twenty-three participants took part in the discussions.

The two lurkers' groups
The difficulty of sampling lurkers is well-known (e.g., Muller, 2012; van Uden-Kraan et al., 2008),
since they are seldom heard on the Internet. The sampling of this population was consequently
conducted in two steps: first, an advertisement calling for participation in a research study was published
on the Facebook page of the Bar-Ilan University student union. Approximately 500 students interested
in participating responded to the advertisement. An e-mail message was then sent to all 500 students
asking them to answer two brief questions about how often they read online discussion group content
and how active they were in these groups. Two hundred and forty students responded to the message,
of whom fifty-nine fitted the criteria for lurkers, reporting that, while they read discussion group content,
they rarely participated or did not participate at all. Twelve of these students were randomly selected
and invited to participate in each of the two focus groups.

The two active participants' groups
Active participants were invited to participate in the study through a number of advertisements
published on several Websites and Facebook pages that have active discussions about Israeli social
issues (Open Government, URU; and The Situation Room). Those who answered by e-mail or Facebook
messenger were asked to send their telephone number and a short telephone interview was conducted
about their participation in the groups. Twelve participants who reported being very active in Internet
discussion groups were randomly selected and invited to participate in one of the two focus groups,
while one of them did not attend the meeting. The distribution of respondents is shown in Table 1.

Method of data collection
Focus groups were chosen as the method of data collection. This technique is a form of group interview
that capitalises on communication between research participants to generate data (Morgan, 1996). Prior
research (Secker, Wimbush, Watson and Milburn, 1995) has established that a focus group is a small
group of four to twelve people that meets with a trained facilitator for a short period of time to discuss
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a selected topic or topics in a non-threatening environment. Although group interviews are often used
simply as a quick and convenient way to collect data from several people simultaneously, focus groups
use group interaction as part of the method of data collection. Participants in the groups are encouraged
to interact with each other by asking questions, exchanging anecdotes, and commenting on each other's
experiences and points of view. Group discussion is particularly appropriate when the interviewer has
a series of open-ended questions and wishes to encourage research participants to explore issues. The
disadvantage of such group dynamics is that the articulation of group norms may silence individual
voices of dissent (Kitzinger, 1995). This technique has been used to investigate various subjects such
as information needs of nurses (Schweikhard, 2016), continuing education of medical students
(Swanberg, Engwall and Mi, 2015), breast cancer detection (Duke, Gordon-Sosby, Reynolds and Gram,
1994), adolescent sexuality (Barker and Rich, 1992) and using social networking sites for educational
activities (Hamid, Waycott, Kurnia and Chang, 2015).
The focus groups were held in conference rooms at Israeli academic institutions. The sessions lasted for
approximately one hour and were moderated by a trained groups instructor. Participants were asked to
describe their participation behaviour in online public discussions. The session continued with several
additional guiding questions, allowing free discussion to continue when the content was interesting or
relevant. Students received remuneration for participating in the study.

Data analysis
Data collected during the focus groups were analysed in two stages. The first stage consisted of a
thematic analysis that facilitates identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns or themes within data. A
theme is a pattern found in the information that describes and organises the possible observations
(Boyatzis, 1998). Data from the focus groups were first transcribed in full. The transcriptions were then
read several times and analysed to search for data pertaining to environmental and psychological factors.
After the two major themes were identified the classification process continued until all content was
categorised. Groups of related categories were arranged by themes using an inductive approach in which
the categories are derived from the data moving from the specific to the general. Specific instances were
observed and then combined into a larger whole or general statement (Elo and Kyngäs, 2008).

Findings
Observation of the four group discussions and analysis of the transcriptions revealed that in order to
understand the behaviour and motivations of active participants we must relate to personality
dimensions, environmental characteristics, and the interaction between the two. Figure 1 presents the
categories and sub-categories of the determinants for participation and lurking in online discussions.
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Personality dimensions refer to openness to experience and extroversion as well as various
psychological characteristics of perception of the world, including sense of control, the ability to
influence, self-efficacy, and the need for gratification. Environmental dimensions refer to four
characteristics of the discussion groups that appeared in participants' discussions: a place to express and
innovate, content that triggers emotion, relevancy, and familiarity. The meetings were analysed and
categorised according to these concepts while relating to the four focus groups of active participants
and lurkers.

Atmosphere of the groups
Before quoting the actual statements of the participants, non-verbal impressions are also important when
relating to focus group findings (Kitzinger, 1995). The atmosphere at the two lurkers' meetings was very
calm, relatively quiet, each of the participants talked in turn and it was only seldom that we witnessed
a participant who expressed an urgent need to talk. The body language of the lurkers expressed tension,
many nods of agreement with the other speakers, and it was evident that they were not used to such
discussions. Since all of the participants have described themselves as readers, who usually do not
participate in online discussions, we must take into account that even in real life their participation in
the focus group may have been somewhat forced and unnatural to them. Indeed, in most cases
participants spoke only when the moderator approached them with a question or when an orderly round
was held.
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On the other hand, the atmosphere was quite different in the active participants' groups. The two focus
groups of active participants were characterised by great alertness from the participants and a sincere
desire to share, express and without fear of disagreements between the participants. Even if at the
beginning of the discussion there was an orderly round in which each answered the moderator's
questions in turn, the participants did not refrain from expressing themselves freely without necessarily
being addressed directly. In a short time, the discussion became spontaneous without the need for roundups or explicit appeals to the participants. This characterisation is probably compatible with the fact that
these people are very active, both in the virtual world and in the outside world.
The findings presented below represent the participants' self-perceptions and their reflections about their
online behaviour.

Personality
Personality traits
The personality traits considered were taken from the big five personality scale (McCrae and John,
1992), according to the description of the concepts extroversion and openness to experience.
Extroversion/introversion: The big five personality scale defines introverted people who are at the
bottom of the extroverted scale as shy, quiet, and cautious (McCrae and John, 1992). The quiet
atmosphere that prevailed among lurkers therefore fits their descriptions of themselves. Content analysis
of the groups of lurkers revealed that the lurkers in the focus groups defined themselves, among other
things, as people who are not open, who like to listen, or who prefer not to draw attention to themselves.
I'm introverted. I like listening to others more than I like talking.
Extroverts, on the other hand, extend their energies outward. They are involved in society, active,
assertive, and adventurous (McCrae and John, 1992). These personality traits are evident among the
active participants in the focus groups. From the standpoint of atmosphere these people are talkative,
active, and assertive - traits that are characteristic of extroverts.
I like to be a leader. I'm involved and active.
Openness to experience: The big five personality scale defines open-minded people as being creative,
willing to explore new intellectual directions, and having a broad range of interests. People who have a
low level of open-mindedness have limited areas of interest, and have little imagination or love of art
(McCrae and John, 1992). Content analysis of the groups of lurkers shows that they describe themselves
as being more closed.
I'm a person who has difficulty changing my opinion.
On the other hand, the active participants in the focus groups described themselves as having traits that
are characteristic of open-mindedness, such as searching for intellectual challenges on the Internet and
being members of a large number of interest groups.
I like being exposed to different things, exploring them, and learning something new every time.
In summary, we observed relatively introverted personality traits among lurkers during the focus groups
sessions as well as in their descriptions of themselves as people who seldom take centre stage. Their
behaviour in the group as well as their descriptions of themselves portray them as relatively shy, not
open, and difficult to persuade. Active participants, on the other hand, display open, extrovert
personality traits. These people seemed to be curious, willing to listen, and to change their opinion if
persuaded, but are also quite ready to express their opinion, to change, and to lead. The extroverted
personalities of the active participants in the focus groups were also expressed in the dynamics that took
place in the groups: extensive chatting, enthusiastic talk, and a great deal of willingness to expose
themselves and to express their opinions. These findings can be associated with a previous study that
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showed a positive relationship between the traits extroversion and openness and the participation level
in online discussion groups (Bronstein et al., 2016).
Perception of the world: Most participants in the lurkers groups revealed that they perceive the world
as an unsafe place fraught with danger. This perception creates the need to be careful in order to feel
safe. They consequently proceed through the world with caution and suspicion. Like the real world
offline, the Internet al. so constitutes an unfamiliar place. They do not know who is on the other side of
the discussion, who is reading, or what information about them is being exposed, and therefore they feel
they must proceed with caution.
I didn't want to leave my fingerprints because anything that is published is permanent.
I feel strange conducting a conversation with people when I don't know who they are. They are often
impersonating someone else.
As the lurkers in the focus groups noted, they need a familiar and safe environment to express
themselves. After they become familiar with the environment there is a chance they will allow
themselves to express their opinions. However, such an environment is familiar to them only in the real,
non-virtual world:
If there's an article that especially interests me I'll share it with a friend and talk to him about it, but not
on the Internet.
When friends sit together everyone expresses their opinion to the others and makes them think and delve
deeper. On the Internet people might read and simply move on.
These statements reveal that lurkers may want to respond, but because they perceive that the Internet is
an unsafe place, they refrain from doing so. There is a better chance that they will respond when the
environment is familiar and friendly, or when they are sufficiently certain that what they have to say is
more accurate than what was published on the Internet and they want to correct it:
I only respond when I really know. Sometimes there are things that I know are correct but they are not
presented correctly in the discussion. For example, spreading incorrect information about a
representative of a particular political party will make me enter the discussion.
When something is presented incorrectly, I might respond.
The active participants in the focus groups felt that it is possible to control the online world regardless
of whether or not it is a safe place.
I don't censor myself, but I also won't embarrass myself. If a discussion crosses the red line, I'll delete
what I wrote.
Feeling in control: The lurkers in the focus groups described themselves as using the Internet to get
information and they admitted that they often read Israeli news Websites such as Ynet or Mako. For
example:
I read news on Mako a lot. It's important to me to keep informed, but I don't make any other use of it.
This action appears to increase their feelings of control, since in this case information helps to relieve
anxiety. The fact that they need a great deal of information points to the need for control and for the
relief of anxiety:
I'm a frequent user. Ynet is always open in my browser. I keep up to date in what is happening every
hour. I'm drawn to politics. I'm not calm if I'm not up-to-date.
It appears that the lurkers in the focus groups use the Internet as a source of information that gives them
a clearer picture of the world, making reality appear more familiar and secure. This could simply be
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keeping updated for its own sake, but it may also have a psychological function of re-establishing control
and eliminating anxiety.
I'm active in places where people identify themselves by their real name, where you can delve deeply
into things, examine what people think, and contribute. I want to be able to understand that the other
side doesn't simply toss things out by copying and pasting but really reads it.
I have to feel comfortable in order to be active. I need to feel whether the environment is comfortable
or threatening.
Belief in the ability to influence: Most of the lurkers in the focus groups believed that activity on the
Internet has no impact upon the discussion itself and certainly not on life outside the Internet. This
causes them to refrain from action and makes them believe that participating in this environment is an
unnecessary waste of time.
My participation won't change anything. The Internet offers many possibilities of responding, but it's
all pointless.
The lurkers in the focus groups felt that the only way they could influence or control the discussion is
through face-to-face interaction:
If something interests me I'll talk about it with friends face to face. There is no real impact on the
Internet.
I'm more interested in participating and expressing my opinion in real life. There is less influence on
the Internet than in real life. Face-to-face conversations are more significant.
Even the lurkers in the focus groups did not completely deny the impact of the Internet when it is
combined with face-to-face activity:
The Social Protest movement would not have brought about the results that it did if it had occurred only
on the Internet. The Internet contributed to it, but without the real-life protests nothing would have
happened.
On the other hand, the active participants in the focus groups expressed the need for their actions to
have an impact on their environment.
I write in order to bring about change.
At the same time, it is important to them to feel that they are not writing in a vacuum, and that there is
really someone listening on the other side and that there is a possibility of change.
It has to have impact. And if I feel that there is no chance that there will be some sort of impact, I may
not enter [the discussion]. Why should I say what I feel?
Nobody cares if I respond on Ynet. I'm not looking for "Wow, read me!" I prefer more distinct things
such as recommending a book that I read. I prefer audiences who know me, where I have the ability to
influence people. I prefer to do it there.
Statements made by the active participants reveal that they attribute a great deal of importance to their
impact on the Web, but that the experiences they have accumulated until now are also significant.
Self-efficacy: People with high self-efficacy are confident that they will be able to deal successfully
with tasks. High self-efficacy increases the tendency to invest effort in executing tasks. Low selfefficacy, on the other hand, decreases the motivation to execute the task and arouses a sense of failure
(Bandura, 1982). A number of active participants shared similar stories in which they posted something
out of a need to influence others, and received positive feedback from other participants.
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People told me that they voted for a particular candidate because of what I wrote.
I respond when there is a chance I will reach someone. The last time I responded on talkback in
"HaAretz" news Website, it made a change. The headline was very biased, and they changed it. At least
there should be change.
In other words, these people understood that their statements did not simply vanish into virtual space,
but created an interaction or had an impact that made them feel that they had a presence in the
community. This in turn brought about feelings of self-efficacy - increasing their tendency to invest
effort in the activity. Active participants' sense of self-efficacy increased as a result of proof of change,
together with the knowledge that there are people that are reading and paying attention to their opinions.
For example:
The thing that matters most to me is not change, but seeing that there is some sort of interaction. Change
is a complex thing. I don't pretend that I'll succeed in changing anything visible – not even slightly. But
I do hope to see some interaction. I want to see that someone has read what I wrote, that someone
responded, that someone asked a question that I can answer.
The response of the other side is important. Will they do something about what was written? I think
that's an extremely significant catalyst that determines whether or not to enter [the discussion].
The lurkers in the focus groups, as opposed to the active participants, showed a much lower sense of
self-efficacy regarding activity on the Web.
Nothing will happen even with those who respond.
People who write are optimistic and believe that it's possible to arouse interest on the Internet. I'm not
like them.
The results of the perception of self-efficacy are a critical factor in determining a person's activity on
virtual groups. When people perceive a given task as not being compatible with their abilities as they
perceive them, they are likely to stop investing efforts in the task. If people perceive a task as one suited
to their abilities, they will go out of their way to increase their efforts despite difficulties and obstacles
(Bandura, 1982). There was consequently a lack of expression of self-efficacy among the lurkers, while
there was a significant amount of expression among the active participants.
The need for gratification: The degree to which users feel the need to write and communicate with others
on the Internet is often a reflection of their deep social and emotional needs (Amichai-Hamburger et al.,
2016). According to the psychologist Heinz Kohut, the need for feelings of gratification and value from
others stems from parent-child relations (Siegel, 1996). Some of the active participants in the focus
groups expressed their desire for publicity and gratification.
It's important to me not to be anonymous. I want people to know who I am and who is speaking.
When I write I'm not the type to simply formulate a short slogan that will receive lots of likes and lots
of people will see and recommend. I write posts that are longer than one page. I'm usually drawn to it
and take the trouble to keep up with it, to see what others added…I even look the next day to see if
anyone added anything.
The need for gratification seemed to be one of the motivating forces of the active participants in the
focus groups. The question is not whether the responses to the post were positive or negative. A positive
response may boost feelings of self-efficacy and encourage continued activity, but even when the
response is not a positive one, the need for gratification and publicity can be met. This is a sufficient
reason to continue writing.
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Putting it up and seeing everyone's responses. The best thing is to see a response, whether it's good or
not. The type of response doesn't bother me.
This need for gratification was not evident among the lurkers in the focus groups. They are satisfied
with communication with those close to them and it appears that they do not need outside recognition.
Their limited activity on the Web, which primarily consists of quietly reading, may reflect the fact that
they have little need for gratification. As passive participants, they observe what is going on and are
more than a little critical of the active participants. They read what others write, but believe that they
are writing because of a desire to stand out, do not have a real life, or are bored. The criticism and need
to separate themselves from the active participants is evident in their tone of speech as well as the
content:
Those who write can't keep things to themselves. They have to release their feelings immediately. They
aren't used to turning to friends or relatives – which is what I think is the better thing to do.
It's a matter of character. If a person likes to arouse provocation, they will respond.
On the other hand, being satisfied with themselves and those around them may also lead to living in a
bubble as expressed in their level of activity in the real world that is discussed in the following category.
Activity outside the Internet: When asked directly about social activities outside the Internet, most of
the lurkers in the focus groups spoke about contact with close friends or family members, but only one
talked about social involvement in a broader framework such as volunteering or community service.
I volunteer on a friendship hotline where I offer people legal advice.
I feel the focal points of people's difficulties and meet people who have been badly affected by certain
laws. It supports my agenda and enables me to implement real changes.
Other participants did not talk about any type of social activities such as joining a political party, or
participating in any committees.
Findings from the content analysis revealed a pronounced difference in the participation in offline
activities between active participants and lurkers. When asked directly about their activities outside the
Internet most of the active participants spoke about extensive activities which they take part in outside
the Internet, such as participating in the social protest movement, volunteering with refugee children,
and registering with political parties.
I'm very active in anything regarding sharing the burden. I'm active in forums, and participate in
marches, rallies, booths, and signing petitions. I have been active in this issue for five years.
(Translator’s note: ‘sharing the burden’ refers to legislation calling for all Israeli citizens, including the
religious, to share the burden of defence.)
I am active in several issues. I deal with personal and political education. I counsel refugees from Eritrea
within the framework of an urban kibbutz.
It appears, therefore, that most active participants on the Internet are also active offline. Indeed, it was
recently found that there is a high positive correlation between social activity outside the Internet and
similar activity within it (Bronstein et al., 2016), which support these findings.
Environment
Environmental factors that encourage or discourage active participation exist alongside differences in
personality between lurkers and active participants. People who manage Internet discussions have no
control over the personalities of group members or their perception of the world, but they have control
over the environment. Comprehensive understanding of environments that encourage activity, while
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differentiating between various populations, can promote rich discussions with large numbers of
participants.
A place for expression and innovation: As passive readers, the lurkers in the focus groups expressed the
feeling that there is nothing that has not been said already and they have nothing to contribute to the
group. For example:
Everything has already been said. There is a wide range of responses and someone else has already said
what I think.
To tell the truth, I rely on others to respond.
The last statement raises the question: what if everyone was like you? What if everyone relied on others
to say what is important? Evidently the lurkers in the focus groups did not see things that way. They
experience the Internet as a place that is flooded with opinions and do not feel that their opinion is
significant. This attitude is referred to in social psychology as social loafing. Social loafing implies that
individuals contribute less effort to attaining an objective when they understand that they are part of a
group as opposed to when they are working alone (Karau and Williams, 1993, p. 681). When lurkers
assume that others in the group will post, they absolve themselves of the responsibility of being active
(Amichai-Hamburger et al., 2016).
It is, however, important to note that most of the lurkers in the focus groups explained that they are most
familiar with discussion groups of the talkback variety on news Websites. Exposure to this type of
discussion constitutes in itself an explanation for their lack of participation.
There were times when I wanted to offer my opinion, but then I read the superficial responses [on talk
back] and I didn't want to be a part of it.
If it were possible to expose them to a more protected discussion format such as forums or closed
Facebook groups, they would feel more confident to express their opinion and not remain passive.
The active participants in the focus groups, on the other hand, do not hesitate in expressing their opinions
and are not deterred by arguments or confrontations.
If I feel I have enough to contribute to devote my time to it, I'll post.
However, the active participants also stated that they stop and assess things before they express
themselves – something that is possible in a virtual environment but not in real life.
I'll wait [to respond] until I’m sure that I understand what's happening.
I look at every place I reach, assess, read, and often if someone there incites me to respond, I won't
respond if I don't feel it's a safe place for me.
It is likely that monitoring responses and a less crowded atmosphere are needed to encourage lurkers to
participate. On the other hand, a diluted discussion would result in less participation of active
participants. There is therefore a need to find a balance in discussions that will allow active participants
to continue their activities, but will also leave lurkers a place for their opinions.
Content that triggers emotion: The lurkers in the focus groups gave the impression that they were
pleasant, quiet people who did not interrupt each other and were not quick to contribute their opinions
to the group. It is evident that this type of behaviour also occurs on the Internet. Despite this, it was
interesting to hear what it would take for them to become active users. Some of the lurkers explained
that in order for that to happen there would need to be content that is particularly inciting, irritating,
inaccurate, or anger-provoking.
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I'm only active when something makes me irritated or angry.
It appears that there is no difference between the lurkers and the active participants in the focus groups
in this regard:
The thing that motivates me to respond is whether the topic creates enough emotional/personal
involvement for me to respond.
It depends on how much the topic speaks to me or irritates or angers me. Then I will share or respond.
If I have nothing to add, I'll share.
The need for content that triggers emotion (either negative or positive) is therefore an important factor
in weighing whether or not to act. The topic must invoke anger, irritation, speak to people's hearts, or
simply excite them.
The relevance of the topic to group members: Content and relevancy of the topic to their lives is
important for both active participants and lurkers. Unlike lurkers who do not respond even if the topic
is important to them, active participants testify that if the topic is important to them, it will urge them to
respond.
The first thing I do is decide whether the topic interests me enough and if it is relevant to me.
If it's interesting I'll read it thoroughly and not just skim. I've restrained myself somewhat in the last few
months because discussions can develop that last for hours. If the discussion is focused, I'll respond.
The active participants in the focus groups actively look for topics that interest them and are relevant to
their lives. Whenever they note a topic of interest, they are willing to invest their time and energy to
write, express themselves, and enter a discussion. The lurkers in the focus groups seemed to be less
active, but might make more effort to find places that are relevant to them.
I don't always hurry to express my opinion. Even in social discussions outside the Internet people don't
always want to listen. If there are things that pertain to me I'll express myself, but I'm in no hurry.
When I first planned to hike on the Israel Path I searched for forums with recommendations and tips. I
had questions, but I didn't feel comfortable posing them to strangers on a forum.
When the topic is close to their hearts both lurkers and active participants might participate, but lurkers
may decide that the existing material is sufficient, while the active participants may create it. As
explained by one of the lurkers, if the environment were warmer, less strange, and more familiar she
would have built up the courage to post.
A familiar environment: As mentioned above, the lurkers in the focus groups sometimes want to ask a
question or express their opinion but don't dare to do so:
I really wanted to express my opinion, but I didn't.
Many participants explained that they will express their opinion to friends and family, and even argue,
but not on the Internet where they don't know who is on the other side. For example:
I find it strange to conduct a conversation with people I don't know. Sometimes they are impersonating
someone else.
Participants' remarks reveal that an environment that makes lurkers feel safe will encourage them to be
more active than one that is perceived as new or alienating. Some lurkers may feel safer in their natural
face-to-face environment where they have more experience with social interactions. Such an
environment offers visual, vocal, and non-verbal dimensions that give them a better sense of control as
opposed to the virtual Internet.
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The active participants in the focus groups, on the other hand, dare to operate with an unknown audience
or in discussion groups in which they do not know the other members. However, some of the active
participants expressed a desire for a warm environment in order to express themselves.
I think that in the end it has to fulfill some need. I need to feel warm and pleasant and for my friends to
be there to embrace me.
I have to feel OK. This site is not fiction. It's trustworthy. It's pleasant to be there. There are all kinds of
Websites that you feel are truthful.
It appears that a warm and supportive atmosphere encourages activity among both lurkers and active
participants. Lurkers have an additional advantage if they are acquainted with other participants offline
and view them as friends.

The complexity of anonymity
Participation in online discussion groups can provide a sense of security when cloaked in anonymity.
The discussions in the two lurkers' focus groups were divided into two categories: talkbacks that are
characterised by posters remaining anonymous in which they read but do not participate, and the
participation in Facebook groups where everyone is represented by their personal profile and full name.
These two environments constitute an interesting opportunity for assessing the level of lurkers'
participation from the aspect of both the platform and the level of anonymity.
People are influenced a great deal from what others say about them. Anonymity helps a lot to express,
particularly in groups with stigmas where people are not like everyone.
Anonymity helps people writing answers to be free and truthful. On the other hand, readers will relate
to them less seriously.
These two statements reflect the complexity of anonymity. On one hand, it is easier to express oneself
in an anonymous environment. On the other hand, it is harder to relate seriously to a person who does
not write using their real name. Consequently, in order to understand the significance of anonymity for
lurkers, the structure of the group and the status of the person within it must be taken into consideration.
Active participants also expressed a variety of opinions that differed according to their personalities and
experiences. One participant feels her appearance is linked to a large amount of conflicts:
I won't censor myself while writing anonymously or with my real name. A person needs to be who they
are. But I might not post certain things because I don't like to get into arguments like I used to. When I
identify myself it can make things complicated for me personally or socially.
The status of the participant in the group as a member or an administrator can also have an impact:
As someone who has been a forum administrator, I know how easy it is to identify people, and there's
no difference. I don't respond differently when I am anonymous than when I'm identified. I always stand
behind what I write or say. There is no need for masks. But on the other hand, as a forum administrator,
I censor more.
Online participation can have an impact on the user's daily life:
There's a big difference between anonymity and identity. I expressed my opinions very clearly on a
forum for equality against the religious using my full name. But I received a phone call inviting me to
come to a meeting about a business proposal in the religious sector. I immediately deleted all of my
responses on Facebook before the meeting. It's nice to write your opinion, but sometimes your opinions
can harm your livelihood!
Hence, the active participants in the focus groups do not hesitate to occasionally express themselves
under their real identity, but they are sometimes reminded that when they are identified, or when they
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are working in certain jobs, they must censor themselves and are not completely free to speak their
minds.

Discussion and conclusion
This study examined the role that psychological and environmental factors play in participation in online
discussion groups. Findings from the content analysis of the focus groups showed that both factors were
found as important for understanding the level of participation for the lurkers as well as for the active
participants in the focus groups. There are a number of psychological factors that can impact the level
of participation. Personality traits such as extroversion and openness to experience were the ones that
stood out as the subjects described themselves psychologically. This finding echoes earlier studies
(Amichai-Hamburger and Hayat, 2013; Bronstein et al., 2016; Nussbaum et al., 2004) that showed that
the more extroverted and open a person is, the higher their level of participation in online discussion.
Self-efficacy was also revealed as one of the factors because lurkers can be motivated to become more
active if they are ensured that their actions will be influential with respect to both the group attentiveness
as well as in the world outside the Internet. Self-efficacy predicted thirty-four percent of the variance in
computer usage among participants (Gangadharbatla, 2008). This study validated that belief in one's
computer skills significantly predicts online participation. The belief in making a change or saying
something meaningful in a discussion is more complex, but still can empower lurkers. This finding
echoes the study of Hung et al. (2015), which showed that knowledge self-efficacy enhanced the
perceived behavioural control of knowledge sharing among participants.
Environmental factors were found to be important for both active participants and lurkers in the focus
groups. Participants in the lurkers focus groups expressed the need for a safe, familiar, and protected
environment in order to become active in the discussions. These observations revealed that a feeling of
greater security and protection - both internally and within the external environment - motivate them to
become more involved. Supporting this observation, Amichai-Hamburger et al.. (2016) claimed that
online communities that provide participants with safety should therefore ensure that there can be no
harmful psychological effects to the participation online communities. Participants also stated the need
for certain supervision in the group's activity; that is, someone should manage the discussion so things
do not get out of control or deteriorate into superficial areas and ensure that feedback remains positive
and friendly. Supporting this perception, Nonnecke (2000) points out that privacy and safety are
frequently not guaranteed in online communities, and it seems that many who would have been active
participants in virtual communities find that the uncontrolled access and persistent messages are an
obstruction of their privacy and security. In addition, care should be taken to avoid a flood of opinions
so lurkers will not feel that they have nothing to say. Information overload can impact online
participation (Haythornthwaite, 2009) causing users to read less and thus acquiring less social capital,
and having less in common with other users (Rafaeli et al., 2004).
One interesting point that contributes to this area of research is the role that content plays in the level of
participation. Participants from both groups reported that their reaction to the type of content posted in
the discussion, especially if they found this content annoying, emotionally charged, or directly relevant
to their lives, can be a trigger to participating. No prior research was found echoing this assertion.
The role that anonymity plays in online participation is a complex one and depends much upon the type
of group, its dynamics, and upon the social status that the lurker occupies within it (Amichai-Hamburger
et al., 2016). Online discussion groups that facilitate anonymity might allow users to feel less exposed,
but at the same time might create some feelings of insecurity as to the identity of other members. A
number of recent studies found that in platforms like WhatsApp, in which the users were identified, the
participation was much higher than in more anonymous platforms like news talkbacks. In either case
the key is how much control lurkers have over activity in the group, and how secure they feel as part of
the group (Aharony and Gazit, 2016; Bronstein et al., 2016).
55

Advanced Research & Studies Journal | Vol. 11 No. 3 |2020

This study contributes to the subject of online participation by focusing on two important sets of factors,
psychological and environmental characteristics that might impact the level of participation. The use of
focus groups as a methodology tool allowed access to different types of data that present a deeper
understanding of the issue based on the users' individual experiences. The study's methodology
represents its main limitation. Since this is a qualitative and explorative study based on a small number
of participants, its findings cannot be generalised to all Internet users. However, we believe that the
opportunity for an exchange of opinions in a thought-provoking atmosphere at the focus groups
provided a unique and interesting opportunity for the collection of data not always possible in
quantitative surveys or face-to-face interviews.
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