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Abstract: This research aims to extend our knowledge about the factors for increasing participation
and sustainability of digitally enhanced communities. Thus, the subject of the research is online
community projects which act as the catalysts for collective behaviors exhibited through the crowd
effect. Typical to online communities and their social orientation is the use of new forms of self-
regulation and self-governance. Sustainable online communities can improve public services and
lead to broader civic participation. The communities were analyzed in the course of experimental
qualitative research that was conducted in Lithuania. Participants in digital urban communities and
initiators of such platforms were interviewed face-to-face. Analysis of the empirical data revealed
different motivational, socio-cultural, and organizational factors influencing the sustainable online
community ecosystem. According to the research results, community organizers and IT developers
should focus on online collaborations through technologies that create social value (collective decision-
making tools, gamification, virtual brainstorming, and other technological solutions).

Keywords: online community; motivation; crowd; collective intelligence; sustainability; ICT

1. Introduction

There is no doubt that the ubiquity and availability of the Internet is one of the vital
prerequisites for a new form of interconnection, different forms of social cohesion, and con-
ditions that help to collectively build interaction. “High-speed broadband has the potential
to fundamentally alter communication practices within the community [ . . . ] influence
transformation of culture and society” [1]. Levy [2] suggests that “online communities
are a new way of making society with the support of new communication technology
based on objective collaboration rather than on close and persisting bonds”. Enabled by
information and communication technologies (ICT), “communities may exhibit higher
intelligent features than a traditional community because ICT provides an effective com-
munication channel for the exchange of masses of data, information, and knowledge” [3].
Three fields of innovation influence the development of networked society: digitally en-
abled connectivity (leading to the emergence of collective intelligence); the move towards
openness in public data (enabling the observation of social problems faster); and new
forms of co-creation online (activating self-organization and collaborative decision making).
Social technologies may also encourage political and non-political collaboration such as
voting, organizing disaster aid, and decision-making for community and government.

Despite the significance and optimism surrounding the discussion of the efficiency of
online activities and their influence on the public good, research has hitherto been frag-
mented. Although there is a common agreement that collaborative technologies [4–6] lead
to positive effects for society, the existence of ICT tools and platforms do not necessarily in-
crease citizen engagement and enthusiasm [7]. Indeed, the majority of scientific research on
online communities has been oriented towards governmental initiatives and the integration
of e-participation [8,9], e-democracy [10,11], and open data tools [12]. According to McNutt
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et al. [13], the sustainability of online communities depends on the motivation to develop
strong relationships between business entities, governmental institutions, NGOs, and more
informal groups and to maximize collaboration influence, creating collective resources
and removing the duplication of efforts. Moreover, sustainable interaction stabilizes and
activates knowledge sharing, technology exchange, and integration for pursuing mutual
profit; further, it may play an important role in establishing a community’s sustainable
differentiation and long-term value-creating strategy [14,15].

Our research aims to deepen and expand the knowledge that will enable community
managers to design motivation strategies for engagement and to apply scientific-based
organizational and technological measures for increasing the sustainability of commu-
nity ecosystems.

2. Theoretical Insights on Online Communities and Their Sustainability Goals
2.1. Online Communities as Collective Intelligence Ecosystems

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals [16] demand financial resources
and mobilization of intelligence from people around the globe. Whatever their compo-
sition, groups of individuals (e.g., communities) are sources of wisdom. According to
Luo et al. [17], community “refers to any human group in which the members have some
common characteristics, share the same interests or views, and have similar purposes”.
Community intelligence as a form of collective intelligence that refers to a group’s capacity
to recognize obstacles in a social context and apply sustainable and effective problem-
solving methods [18]. The rapid development of the Internet has enabled new and efficient
ways of exchanging knowledge within communities; consequently, online communities
are of particular importance. Online communities all share common characteristics despite
variations in user base and objectives. Lykourentzou et al. [19] define an online community
as a “system which hosts an adequately large group of people, who act for their individual
goals, but whose group actions aim and may result—through technology facilitation—in
a higher-level intelligence and benefit of the community”. Knowledge creation here is
influenced not only by individual human actors but also by digital technologies. Com-
munities are looking for responsible ways, and new methods and mindsets, to elevate
human intelligence by harnessing more data, learning faster, and accelerating innovation
for development.

“Intelligence” in online platforms can be described as “collective”, not only in the
sense “that it arises from interactions (which is nothing new), but does so according
to specific principles better known for extracting wisdom from crowds” [20]. Thus, a
community is able to deliver higher levels of intelligent efficacy than any individual
member. Lykourentzou et al. [19] define online community as a “system which hosts an
adequately large group of people, who act for their individual goals, but whose group
actions aim and may result—through technology facilitation—in a higher-level intelligence
and benefit of the community”.

“Crowd wisdom” means such a community commonly exhibits higher-level intelli-
gent capability than any individual member of that community. Surowiecki [21] identified
the four basic criteria for the emergence of collective intelligence: diversity, decentralization,
independence, and an appropriate mechanism for information aggregation. Online commu-
nities merge these components and may be considered sustainable collective intelligence
(CI) ecosystems [17]. Online communities have flexible and often ambiguous boundaries.
Hence, members enjoy greater freedom in being able to join or leave as opposed to the fixed
boundaries characteristic of institutional organizations. Such flexibility segregates online
communities from business, governmental and other institutionalized organizations.

Mass participation in online interactions ensures the emergence of greater intellectual
capabilities. The “swarm effect” differentiates CI from a team or organizational intelligence
because the latter lack a large number of members. For online communities, it is easier to
engage a varied pool of members in terms of demography, education, and culture leading
to a continuous and diverse “feed” of new ideas and knowledge. Common to all online
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platforms is a decentralized structure and distribution of leadership, which influences
the self-organization and self-governance capabilities of that community (decentralization
and independence). Lack of direct communication is an often-mentioned deficiency of
online communities. Yet, compared to traditional communities they can maintain more
efficient operations. Firstly, ICT provides an effective communication channel for massive
exchange of data, information, and knowledge and secondly the computation capabilities
of modern ICT may be of great help for the information processing tasks within the entire
community” [3].

2.2. Factors Motivating Crowd Engagement

What are the factors motivating crowd engagement in online communities? The
creators of the collective intelligence (CI) genome [22] argue that money, love, and glory
lead people to participate in crowd activities. Wise et al. [23] adapted this proposed model
for the public sector and offered five supplementary “genes” i.e., (Self) interest, Civic duty,
Evaluation, Feedback public, and Feedback (not public). Other scholars distinguish intrinsic
and extrinsic motivation factors in the creation of collective intelligence [24]. Building on
this, Wang [25] identified a set of motivating factors to be considered and addressed to
promote wide participation: extrinsic motivation type, autonomy, or competence-related
and relatedness-related motivation types. Extrinsic motivation is based on monetary
compensations and prizes [26], peer recognition, career opportunities or on enhancing
status in the community [26,27]. Autonomy related motivation may be characterized as
a sense of ownership or an ability to control the situation, or an opportunity to realize
personal creativity [28,29]. Competence related motivation is grounded in the opportunity
to learn and improve [27]. The aspiration to belong to a group may be based on altruism
or the intention to find friends [26]. Frey et al. [26] concluded that people driven by
intrinsic motivation factors contribute the most valuable input, as their contributions are
made without regard to expectations of reciprocity. The study by Wasko & Faraj [30]
also found that “people contribute their knowledge when they perceive that it enhances
their professional reputations, when they have the experience to share, and when they are
structurally embedded in the network”. Further, many agree that social feedback present in
the network may intensify participants’ activity [28]. Users typically choose communities
that provide more feedback than others [31].

A lot of research explores citizen motivation in open government projects too. The re-
sults of a Wijnhoven et al. [32] survey reveal different motivations for participation in open
government projects related to three objectives: collaborative democracy, citizen sourcing,
and citizen ideation & innovation. Aitamurto et al. [33] claim that intrinsic motivations
in crowdsourced policy-making projects include fulfilling a civic duty, affecting the law
for social reasons, and deliberating with and learning from peers. Extrinsic motivations
include changing the law for financial gain or other benefits.

The analysis of various motivation factors and their impact upon crowd activity points
to the conclusion that the combination of motivational elements plays a crucial role in the
success of the collective intelligence system. Maintaining a sustainable and engaged user
base in the long term is not an easy task because of changing user expectations, attention,
and motivation [34–36]. Previous studies show that users leave projects before they are
completed [37]. A balanced proportion of users need to be active contributors (e.g., ask
questions, provide information, share expertise and ideas) [38]. Even though motivational
drivers for participating in development work have a strong personal dimension it is still
possible to identify patterns based on the type of users, platforms, and community [39].
Extensive research on online communities by Wang and Fesenmeier [40] claims that moti-
vations may vary with both the members and nature of the community. The dynamics of
online communities mediated by computer networks is complex and sensitive “because
they lack many of the physical cues that are used in face-to-face communication” according
to Wang and Fesenmeier [40]. Current research has mainly focused on individual differ-
ences when it comes to participatory motivation. However, to provide communities with
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methods and tools related to the enrolment and retention of participants, it is important to
identify and analyze dimensions that serve to identify common patterns in communities
in general.

3. Qualitative Analysis of Motivation Factors in Lithuanian Urban Communities
3.1. Methodology of Qualitative Research

The focus of this research is online, socially oriented urban community projects that
act as catalysts for the emergence of collective intelligence (CI). The 15 community projects
investigated operate within Lithuania. The investigation explored collective decision-
making tools, new forms of self-regulation, and self-governance. The research sample
was established according to the following criteria: Lithuanian origin of urban (related
to town or city) communities; communities with specific goals and social innovation
orientation; and communities able to involve a critical mass of users (a large number). Most
of the analyzed platforms were initiated by non-profit organizations. Such organizations
were already established before extending their activities into the digital ground, such as
VšĮ Geros valios projektai, VšĮ Lietuva be šešėlio, VšĮ Actio Catholica Patria, VšĮ Global
Lithuanian Leaders, VšĮ Paveldo projektai, VšĮ Mes Darom, VšĮ Baltijos aplinkos forumas,
VšĮ Baltosios pirštinės, and VšĮ Europos namai. In 4 platforms citizens were the initiators
and undertook the active role of creating the platform and inviting others to use the services
(VšĮ Žaliasis taškas, VšĮ Namas Plius, VšĮ Sveiko vaiko institutas, MB Maži dideli).

The case studies and the qualitative research participants (members or initiators of the
community) were selected after consideration of data gathered during the experimental
phase of the research. Firstly, pilot interviews were conducted which allowed us to opti-
mize and amend the research questionnaire. Face-to-face interviews were conducted with
20 participants of networked urban communities, and 10 initiators of community projects
(30 interviews all together), achieving a participation rate of 80% (male 45%, female 55%,
aged between 24 and 58, 100% having achieved higher education degrees). The partici-
pants verbally agreed to be part of the research project and were not compensated for their
collaboration. Pseudonyms are used throughout the paper to protect their privacy. The
research procedure was approved by the Ethical Committee of Social Innovation Centre at
Mykolas Romeris University. Members of the research group contacted potential respon-
dents by e-mail or by phone. Digital voice recorders were used to record the interviews,
the average length of each interview lasted approximately 90 min. The digital recording
was then transcribed.

The interview method allows evaluation of a wider context and unlocks new possibili-
ties to interpret the situation in online projects more flexibly than by measuring numerical
values [41]. In addition, it provides a wide range of information, resulting in the evaluation
of the whole contextual environment and the identification of the relationship between
the situation and the behavior in an online community. The literature [41,42] suggests
several limitations of the interview method, including biased and subjective interpretation
of collected data and the ambiguity of respondent’s replies. To avoid such discrepancies,
a standardized interview instrument was used. It included definitions of concepts and
terms that were explained to the research participants in advance. Moreover, to attain
each respondent’s positive attitude and cooperation, considerable attention was paid to
both the choice of the environment and interview date. To sum up, the choice of interview
method predetermines some complications i.e., ensuring research validity and reliability,
stimulating respondents’ motivation, and decreasing subjectivity. However, taking into
consideration the multilayer structure of the researched phenomenon, a limited amount of
research in the field, and a need for comprehensive understanding to describe, explain, and
operationalize it, the interview method is considered to be a proper and applicable tech-
nique to achieve the research purpose. Several precautionary tools proposed by Flick [42]
were used to minimize the negative impact of these limitations, e.g., rigor and creativity,
consistency and flexibility, transparency and feedback.
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Dimensions, and their definitions discussed in the theoretical part of the paper, were
used to design questions for the empirical research instrument. The questionnaire starts
with questions defining the general information of online communities (i.e., project title,
aim, respondent’s relation to the project, and his/her demographic characteristics) and
then leads to questions analyzing different dimensions and processes related to motivation
(How are different groups and strata involved? how are they motivated? What means of motivation
could be used? What would help to involve more participants? Are you satisfied with the way
activities/processes occur?); satisfaction with the activity (Is everything developing as expected?);
independence and teamwork (How does such managerial features of the project, such as the
possibility to work in a team, contribute to the project success? What has influence? Can you
choose anonymous or public participation? Does it have any influence?); group diversity (How
useful is group diversity of an online community project?); dynamics, openness, and flexibility
(Is there a possibility to observe what others are doing? Is online visibility an option? How often
do you communicate in a project? What influence does activity of other group members have on
participants? How do managerial features of the project (e.g., possibility to act at any time convenient
for the participant, no time limits) contribute to project success?). Comparison of the data based
on similarities and differences of the aspects discussed by the respondents lead to the
identification of reoccurring themes and categories. This is considered a categorization or
variable-oriented part of analysis [43]. During this stage, all the data were divided into
smaller categories and conceptual structures.

The next section will provide experimental research results and their interpretation.

3.2. Experimental Research Results and Insights

Three categories of participant motivation in online communities were identified by
generalizing the theoretical insights associated with the research data (Table 1). These
included: intellectual motivation (related to the attractive content, relevant information,
and potential of intellectual interaction); social motivation (most frequently discussed
by the research participants, consisting of social communication, group communication,
social recognition, and possibilities of self-realization); and material motivation, which is
linked with tangible measures providing financial and material benefits such as journeys,
gifts, and financial incentives. The following factors for increasing the sustainability of
the online community were identified and further discussed: diversity, openness, dy-
namism, and flexibility. A separate discussion was initiated about possible threats to online
communities’ activities.

3.2.1. Intellectual Motivation

Theoretical analysis of cases of intellectual motivation indicates that this type of mo-
tivation can be related to the following factors: the need for autonomy, which covers
satisfaction [26], control over one’s activity(ies) [28], the possibility to express individual
creativity [29], self-expression [22], and learning or the development of various compe-
tencies [27]. According to the research data, the most common factors as motives for
participation in online communities are the need to express one’s creativity, to learn, and
to share possibilities of self-realization voluntarily. In the majority of interviews, the
participants discussed intellectual motivations (R16: Motivation of participation is getting
information. People who discuss things even give advice because they have lived through similar
situations. R13: As I have mentioned, legal psychological consultation. Additional services. Every-
body must be motivated because the major part of the information is under one roof. R19: The main
motivation is knowledge exchange, acquaintances, communication, getting new contacts, exchang-
ing information about tools, measures, resources to carry out that marketing activity). It is those
Internet platforms oriented towards solving social issues or discussing social innovation
for the urban community that are most often searched in order to find relevant information,
or to “expand one’s outlook in general”, because it is “interesting to read different articles
and comments”. Besides, participants visiting these pages usually take the opportunity
to express their opinion, suggesting possible improvements and sharing their knowledge.
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Participants interested in urban community life consider educational, social, ecological, as
well as environmental, climate change-related issues to be the most relevant. However,
the motivation of participants is negatively influenced by several factors, including the
lack of communication culture and ethics, professional competence, and the impact of
solving urban social problems by structuring the real voice of society. Participants miss
the clear structure and clarity of topics, the freedom to express their opinion, relevant
topics/communities, and the convenience of technological solutions.

Table 1. Major and minor categories identified during qualitative research.

Major Categories Minor Categories

Intellectual motivation
(benefits related to the
assessment of content)

Self-expression
Possibility to express individual creativity or opinion

Autonomy, satisfaction, having control over one’s activity
Learning and sharing, getting information

Knowledge exchange
Curiosity

Social motivation
(benefits related to social communication)

Belonging to a community, status in the community
Safety and confidence

Communication and new contacts
Visibility, recognition
Additional services

Gaining experience, carrier advancement
Anonymity/publicity

Independence from social influence

Material motivation
(financial benefits)

External motives related to career needs, maintaining status
Potential benefits related to content provided in the platforms

Experience through the capabilities of others

Diversity Demographic, educational, and cultural differences
Problems and opportunities caused by diversity

Dynamics, openness, flexibility

Teamwork and individual participation in a group
Virtual accessibility, non-virtual relation
Leadership, collective decision making

Norms and ethics

Threats and obstacles for engagement

Data protection
Privileged access to community resources

Accessibility
Social responsibility

3.2.2. Social Motivation

Even though the means and conditions of intellectual and social motivation are in
some cases defined as closely related concepts, this research separates them into the ben-
efits related to the assessment of contents (intellectual), and the benefits related to social
communication (social). The research participants define belonging to a community as a
motive stimulating them to act and not to leave the online community, providing safety and
confidence, and satisfying the need to communicate online. To a great extent, the research
data confirm the conclusions of Malone et al. [22], i.e., in most online community’s love and
glory are the main motives determining one’s decision to participate. The need for love and
glory is satisfied by social motivation in online communities (R10: Symbolic capital of the
group, visibility of activities, a possibility to gain experience, develop creative activities. R9: Simply
to be in the company of the like-minded, to participate in entertaining events sometimes. R6: The
possibility to implement original creative non-commercial ideas. R5: This is communication among
professionals, publicity is perhaps even desirable; R12: As I have mentioned, legal psychological con-
sultation. Additional services. Everybody must be motivated, because the major part of information
is under one roof. R19: Or simply to transfer part of experience to a younger generation). External
social links, as with other types of social motivation, is oriented towards the participant’s
aspiration to establish their status in the community. The latter is related to the desire to be
socially recognized [30], evaluated by other members or in other communities [27], and for
career advancement [26].
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Solutions regarding anonymity/publicity in the network can be defined as important
social motivation factors to be involved (or otherwise) in online community activities. The
literature review revealed the dual role of anonymity in online communities. The possibility
to express oneself anonymously encourages creativity and independence from external
influences while offering ideas. However, it can also cause problems for community
managers due to the decreased potential of control. The research data confirm Goldie’s [44]
view that a person’s data protection and anonymity ensures greater self-expression due
to the ability to arrive at independent solutions. According to Norvaišas et al. [45] to
eliminate negative social, psychological, or other subjective factors it is necessary to ensure
the participant’s anonymity in virtual space. This effectively eliminates the opinions of
authoritative group members, allowing equal weight to be accorded to the ideas of all
participants [46]. We should note that anonymity allows participants to afford less respect
to group and social norms. This research revealed that for the communities analyzed,
participants can either lose their sense of responsibility or fail to respect generally accepted
norms if they hide behind anonymity. The research participants also pointed out that
anonymous participation can increase the number of participants in discussions, but this is
not acceptable in the activities of communities that unite professionals. Some participants
stated that anonymity stimulates more active and open group cooperation. Another
interesting point is that citizens often do not feel safe in reporting issues and engage in
platform activities due to limited anonymity and whistle-blower protection in the country
(R2: People are afraid, they do not report the issues due to limited anonymity and source protection.
And the municipalities know and agree with such limitations. R9: When a person posts his opinion,
votes, it is important to everybody to know who is voting for that. When responsibility is anonymous
or collective, it is nobody’s. R13: when there is quite a big space of anonymity, it provokes some
people to show themselves not in a good way).

3.2.3. Material Motivation

The financial benefits satisfied by material motivation are also mentioned by research
participants, although less frequently. Research by Royo et al. [47] indicates that for public
sector crowdsourcing initiatives, intrinsic motivation and intangible rewards seem to be
enough to motivate participants. Our research also shows that material motivation was
not present in the platforms selected for research. Frey et al. [26] attribute financial benefit
to external motives closely related to career needs, maintaining one’s status, and also
recognition. Intellectual motivation can only be indirectly related to financial benefit due
to a potential benefit content provided to participants. In other words, participants may
indirectly seek to gain some experience through the capabilities of others and use it for
their purposes. However, in the present research, the latter is attributed to social motives.

3.2.4. Diversity of Participants/a Group

Group diversity defines participants’ demographic, educational and cultural differ-
ences. The sources of new ideas and knowledge can be found by attracting new members
into online communities. The assumption that group decisions are more accurate than
individual ones due to the involvement of diverse opinions and approaches was empir-
ically confirmed by Wise et al. [23], Hong and Page [46], and Krause et al. [48]. In the
long run, group variety, an abundance of talents, and the level of participant involvement
determines the quality of the results of the community activity and its continuity [48] as
well as providing encouragement to make better decisions (R1: Let’s say cases involving cruel
behavior can be taken and are usually taken by people who are older and have much experience
and perhaps more patience, and these with projects-events, the youth have more enthusiasm. R10:
Diversity is necessary to find better solutions perhaps, you’ll exchange experience. R16: Diversity
presents more various information, presents various information to every participant. It is possible
to look at the same situation from different angles, to see. R5: It is useful perhaps, because one can
debate and discuss issues of a various scope. In this area in general it is important to have education
which is both technological and managerial, and not only researchers, managers or representatives
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of public sector. R1: ( . . . ) it is also important to involve psychologists, psychiatrists, medical
doctors. Such a composition, such diversity is good. R7: Group diversity really creates pluses,
because you get to know a lot of new <things>, and this is good from the perspective of broadening
one’s horizon. R9: It is useful simply because it is looking at one and the same project, at some
things in a different way, from a different angle, and every person brings his/her know-how which is
adapted). Analysis revealed that the majority of respondents notice a positive influence of
diversity. According to the research data, diversity fosters the processes occurring within
the community and helps it to find better solutions. However, respondents mentioned
several problems caused by the diversity too i.e., interruptions of discussions, difficulty
in finding common ground, distorted competitiveness among participants, difficulty in
finding a consensus, generation/age differences, and complicated coordination (R18: some-
times in the context of discussions different mentality hinders certain things, but on the whole
group diversity is only a plus, not a minus. R19: To my belief, because it is difficult to find things
that are in common. R6: However, different challenges and problems emerge alongside diversity,
because, let’s say, about 4–5 years ago everybody lived in peace and quiet, I think that about 3 years
ago conflicts, rivalry and verbal conflicts appeared. All conflicts and all the rest arise because of
competition. R17: Group diversity also creates a lot of minuses, because every group does something
in a completely different way and imagines that it is the only right way to do it. R1: I really face the
problem that volunteers do not speak a common language when one and the same issue is discussed
by a 20 year-old man and a 60 year-old woman, perhaps it is normal when that opinion. R2: As
to minuses—it is more complicated to coordinate when people have different aspirations, although
sometimes it is complicated to organize in a narrow field, too, when people are different).

3.2.5. Dynamics, Openness and Flexibility

As the result of the research, two sub-categories have been distinguished within the
category of group dynamics: teamwork and individual participation in a group. The
analysis of the research data revealed the following aspects characteristic of teamwork:
virtual accessibility, non-virtual relation, anonymity, and team management. Virtual
accessibility is related to the possibilities provided by social technologies and the Internet.
Social technologies enable their users to join and create new virtual and dynamic relations.
Attracting participants who live in different areas and participate in different media is one
important result of enjoying virtual accessibility (R10: We need different resources as a help
while organizing events, implementing some projects, looking for speakers, assistants, designers,
volunteers, and the possibility to disseminate this information within the group, to use the group’s
external links is very important while solving such issues. R1: The accessibility that one can reach
all volunteers in a fast way, all volunteers in a fast way and at the same time, saves a lot, a lot of
time. R8: If there is an idea which needs a team and it is announced and it is said that people’s help
is necessary, we’ll say that this possibility to call in a team instantaneously is a convenient, time
saving thing). The research data disclosed advantages of virtual accessibility and confirm
statements by Engel et al. [49] that groups communicating online can solve problems
more efficiently than unconnected individuals or organizations. The feature which was
established during the research can be related to the so-called social communication based
on computer-supported collaborative work [18] which enables the implementation of a
variety of activities and the resolution of different tasks (R2: Brainstorming’ is continuously
going on, the result is really good. R10: Teamwork is depending on the situation, most of our
activities under implementation require at least two people. The possibility to create a team for an
activity directly adds to success). The issue of team management is relevant in a discussion
on teamwork in a virtual environment. Levy et al. [2] state that any social influence can
diminish the quality of a collective solution. In such instances, team management is closely
associated with hierarchy-related social and psychological problems. On the other hand,
research participants indicated team management as a necessity when managing large
groups of people in order to preserve principles that are valuable to the community i.e.,
transparency, ethics, etc. (R18: . . . with the portal growth there emerged a big challenge of how
to manage that big flow of discussions and remain perhaps ethical, as transparent as possible, due
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to this the need to have moderators in each and every group has arisen. R6: There are people who
organize some activities, ( . . . ) there is quite a number of such teams, kernels; there are some
overlapping ones. And also, there are simply people who do the management). Group management
solutions are also relevant while unravelling the tendency in which the opinions of previous
participants of the community influence the opinions of those who joined later [23]. This
research revealed that in the case of the analyzed communities, participants can lose a
sense of responsibility or might not respect generally accepted norms if their real identity
is not disclosed (R9: ( . . . ) when a person posts his opinion, votes, it is important to everybody to
know who is voting for that. When responsibility is anonymous or collective, it is nobody’s. R13:
( . . . ) when there is quite a big space of anonymity, it provokes some people to show themselves not
in a good way). The research participants also pointed out that anonymous participation
is not acceptable in the activities of communities uniting professionals (R5: ( . . . ) this is
communication among professionals, publicity is perhaps even desirable. R2 ( . . . ) here it is you
who wants to be recognized, because then you will be a very big expert in that subject). It was
also observed that the examined online communities choose different solutions related to
participants’ anonymity and publicity: participation using pseudonyms (R14: Everybody
could choose any pseudonym they wanted. R7: Participants register using pseudonyms. R3:
If one wants to comment, he has to enter his pseudonym, exclusively anonymous participation.
R15: Public participation is not possible ( . . . ) Anonymity on the platform itself is cornerstone.
R16: Participation is anonymous, however, registration on that website includes presenting one’s
name, surname and the Internet address), registered participation using undisclosed personal
data (R4: The profile itself that you have filled out, your information, you cannot regulate all
invisibilities; whether they see it publicly, or whether only those who are linked, or those who
have confirmed their identity. R19: No, there is no such a possibility to choose anonymity. R2:
There is no anonymity with us ( . . . ) here it is you who wants to be recognized, because then you
will be a very big expert in that subject. R9: It is only public, there is nothing like anonymous
participation), participation with the possibility to choose the level of data disclosure (R13:
People are not forced to somehow register using their name, surname. Everyone can choose any
username. R20: One can read being not logged in, but if you want to write something, you have
to log in, and in order to log in, you have to register there. To create a certain virtual account of
your own ( . . . ) One can participate either using their own name or anonymously. R8: This is an
individual matter, everybody has that of his own. If he does not want to write his name, surname
or present other personal data, we do not forbid this), and public participation (R2: We do not
have anonymity here, I think that anonymity is necessary ‘for whistle blowing’, but not for offering
ideas or participation in a project. R6: There is no anonymity. As much as it was allowed, it
appeared completely not allowed. R9: No. It is related to a financial operation. Anonymity is not
possible. R20: There is only public, no anonymous participation exists. And of course, when a
person posts his opinion, votes, it is important to everybody to know who is voting for that. When
responsibility is anonymous or collective, it is nobody’s). Nonetheless, it should be mentioned
that the majority of projects chose at least the minimal identification means to introduce a
more effective participant control in respect to following rules and norms of ethics.

3.2.6. Threats and Obstacles to Engagement

According to Arniani et al. [50] “one of the main risks . . . in citizen engagement is the
danger of engaging only those people who are already engaged in an issue, thereby deep-
ening the gap between those already participating and those left behind”. Certain threats
linked with the communities’ development can be discerned such as becoming enmeshed
and possibly isolated with a particular community. Or there may be constraints on individ-
ual freedom and privileged access to community resources and limitations for outsiders
to engage. Participants mentioned several threats that can influence virtual accessibility,
including one’s income level, urban/non-urban location, sexual orientation, privileged
access to community resources, cultural background, and communication language. Par-
ticipants identified the security of virtual communication as an important factor in their
motivation to engage, i.e., to engage or not to engage. They also feel that all members of
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an online community should be held strictly accountable if they violate another person’s
rights. Furthermore, it was felt that platform managers must take responsibility for the
content and that government must regulate the dissemination of information online and
the behavior of online communities. Participants also mentioned the potential for identity
theft whereby a celebrity’s profile or blog is stolen and misused, as well as the greater
prevalence of intolerance and defamation online. It should be noted that even though
virtual accessibility is mentioned as an important feature of the online community project in
terms of teamwork, some participants stress the importance of non-virtual communication
occurring alongside virtual accessibility (R14: It is difficult to achieve something without live
communication. Perhaps part of that community has to be only virtual, but some kind of a kernel
meets in reality).

Platforms struggle with low rates of community engagement (R5: We have a community,
a lot of people. But we do not know how to engage with them. How to involve them into action).
This could be due to the lack of focus on content and user needs when designing initiatives
e.g., We have such a fancy, sophisticated solution and are waiting for the demand in the society (R3).
According to the interviewees, community movements and civic society organizations
focus too much on the ICT side of the co-creative processes and ignore social motivation
factors (R4: The movement is lost in the creation of tools. Most of the platforms do not know how
to engage the users). People are less likely to interact with others in the community if the
platform is difficult to understand, technically demanding, and/or complicated to use.

4. Discussion

Our research focused attention on the question of how an online community can mo-
bilize all available resources of data, knowledge, and intelligence to achieve sustainability
and to act most effectively. The priority by acting this way is to engage a much wider
pool of citizens with their capacity to make use of their information and contribute to
the resolution of social problems. Diverse digital tools and channels result in problems
of management, collaborative decision-making, security, credibility, and content quality
of online community platforms. Moreover, participants claim that some of the online
initiatives focus only on the formation of society’s voice, and do not lead to actionable
outcomes, government feedback, or co-creative synergy in general. The platform initiators
interviewed talked about the difficulties of succeeding and reaching their goals (R5: We were
expecting more action in the virtual platform, more communication, more bottom-up projects and
solutions. We had such illusions but they failed). The review of empirical findings on the online
communities in Lithuania shows that enduring communities oriented towards solving
clear tasks and solving smaller external or internal problems are more active, they connect
to the system more frequently and seek more contacts. Moreover, such communities often
use integrated and sophisticated digital solutions. In addition, such virtual communities
are larger. These research outcomes correlate with the findings of Wijnhoven et al. [32], that
“projects with lower ambitions result in more participation than more ambitious projects,
which implies that considerable steps need to be taken to realize the full potential”.

The research results point to the conclusion that motivation is a necessary, though not
a sufficient, condition for active contribution. The use of innovative social technologies
is important to take advantage of citizen knowledge to find solutions to social problems.
Participants interested in urban community life consider educational, social, ecological, as
well as environmental, climate change-related issues to be the most relevant. However,
the motivation of participants is negatively influenced by some factors, including the
lack of communication culture and ethics, professional competence, and the impact of
solving urban social problems by structuring the real voice of the society. Research by
Royo et al. [47] also confirms that publishing the final results and indicating how the ideas
selected will be further developed are pending tasks that are essential for increasing citizen
engagement. Users mention “the virtual accessibility” and “friendly environment in the
virtual platform” as the additional facilitator for members to contribute and collaborate
among themselves, more actively share attitudes and get more involved in the everyday life



Sustainability 2021, 13, 9192 11 of 13

of the virtual community. Understandably, the members of such communities demonstrate
a greater enthusiasm during interviews. Participants miss the clear structure and clarity
of topics, the freedom to express their opinion, relevant topics/communities, and the
convenience of technological solutions. Quite a few of them mentioned that the main
motivator keeping them in a team was the social significance of their activities, most often
associated with the external influence of the online community and the transfer of ideas
to the outside. It is a social discourse that becomes that motivator which not only keeps
them identified with the virtual community but also encourages new members to join
them and to justify their expectations for a long period. Another motivator is the sense
of security associated with being on the platform, with information openness, flexibility
and the interactivity of the program inevitably creating a greater sense of affection and
satisfaction. The research shows that new members find themselves at the center of an
online community, so it is imperative as early as possible to create an environment where
they can feel safe and comfortable in sharing their ideas. In that case, the motivation of a
new member would be constantly strengthened and supported by a variety of feedback-
building measures.

Our research results verify the results of Aitomurto et al. [33] on motivation factors in
open government projects. The motivations driving the participation were in part similar
to those observed in traditional democratic processes, such as elections, as well as other
online collaborations such as crowdsourced journalism and citizen science. However,
participants in online community projects did not mention such categories as civic duty,
public feedback, collaborative democracy, etc. related to public initiatives.

The study has several limitations. The research was conducted as an exploratory study
with a small number of participants and should be expanded to other stakeholders’ groups
and places, and also supported by representative survey results.

5. Conclusions

Online communities and the factors promoting representative participation and im-
pact need to be better researched. The complexity and diversity of motivation forms are
such that they create serious challenges for community organizers to find the right balance
between community and individual tasks, and also provide reasonable solutions and com-
binations of incentives to engage participants in dedicated actions. Analysis of the data and
research participants suggests that social motivation is more important than intellectual
motivation and material motivation.

It is important that community organizers and IT developers support online collab-
oration with technologies that create social value. Firstly, they have to foster trust by
providing a transparent management structure. Secondly, they have to initiate collective
decision-making, virtual brainstorming, gamification, and other technological solutions
by providing convenient technological solutions for these activities. Thirdly, they have to
appoint moderators or encourage distributed leadership models for maintaining a focus
on the main problems of the community, etc.

Lithuania in particular, and society across the EU in general, urgently requires pro-
gressive innovations to upgrade processes of citizen engagement between society and the
public. It is hoped that this study will stimulate further research that provides a better
understanding of the factors that influence sustainable online community ecosystems.
Sustainable online communities can enable broad democratic participation and improve
public services. A critical reflection on engagement and heavily technology-supported
co-creation practices is important to understand what works by implementing motiva-
tion strategies and sustainability measures, and what doesn’t work and why. In further
research, the engagement motivation and collaboration dynamics should be analyzed from
the progressive cooperation science [51] and self-determination theory perspectives [25] in
order to establish a balanced motivation system and advanced tools for the right audiences.
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