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ABSTRACT 

Virtual communities are tools able to enhance the firms’ know-how, orienting it to a common 

goal. The paper is based on the idea that there is a relationship between the motivation 

(engagement) to exchange knowledge in virtual communities and the sustainability shared 

planning along its three dimensions - social, economic and environmental. 

The main research question of the paper is to observe the motivational engagement system of 

the companies that allows communities of practices to become an innovative strategy to 

design sustainability. So, we propose a conceptual framework called CDI (Connection, 

Discussion and Influence), along which the motivational dimensions can be formed, as they 

represent the main elements to join a community which is oriented to the synergistic design of 

sustainability. The conceptual framework has been tested in the Italian agri-food sector. 

To confirm the existence of the proposed framework, a Survey Method for data collection was 

adopted. The 250 questionnaires were revised through a Confirmatory Factor Analysis as this 

technique was found to be suitable for identifying groups of representative variables and the 

engagement motivations that characterize participation in sustainability-oriented virtual 

communities. 

The pro-social behaviour represented by the exchange of knowledge oriented to sustainability 

is enhanced through the engagement of the online community members; it happens when the 

online community is structured in order to activate a virtuous circle between Connection, 

Discussion and Influence.  

The hypothesised virtuous circle is, in fact, a driver for managers of virtual communities or for 

those companies’ networks (such as consortia) that choose to enhance their relational heritage 

through the knowledge exchange. In fact, it provides fundamental guidelines to enhance 

engagement in these virtual environments. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the corporate sustainability process, the guiding principle is the systemic integration of the three 

sustainability’s dimensions -economic, environmental and social- (Adams and Frost, 2008; Bansal, 

2005; Epstein and Roy, 2001; Hubbard, 2009; Kleine and von Hauff, 2009; Schaltegger and Burritt, 

2009; Skouloudis et al., 2009). The key challenge is represented by the need to align the different 

objectives that emerge from the several perspectives involved in the development issues, so as to 

make sustainability a key element of the company's value proposition and competitiveness (Porter 

and Kramer, 2011; Del Giudice et al., 2017; Carayannis et al., 2017). In this sense, the adoption of a 

participatory and systemic perspective is fundamental, within a relevant role can be assumed by the 

Knowledge Sharing (Robinson et al., 2006) for its relevant effects in terms of reducing the 

environmental impact of the management processes and, at the same time, increasing the added 

value. Ignorance and lack of information (Usai et al., 2018), in particular for what concerns the 

accountability of environmental and social performance (Spangler et al., 2014), are the main barriers 

for the organisational change oriented to sustainability (Lozano, 2012). 

Today the exchange of knowledge is facilitated by web interactive tools; these have a significant role 

in virtual community (Madupu and Cooley, 2010; Schau et al., 2009; Arvidsson and Caliandro, 2016; 

Park and Kim 2014; Tsimonis, and Dimitriadis, 2014), intended as places where individuals interact 

because they share the same interest (Wirtz et al., 2013; Quinton and Harridge-March, 2010), 

exchanging information and knowledge (Gabisch and Gwebu, 2011; Brodie et al., 2013). 

In the present work, we refer to those communities that can initiate a learning process capable of 

enhancing the widespread know-how, orienting it to a common goal. In particular, we focus on the 

communities of practice, informal entities that exist according to the intensity of the relationships that 

are activated among the members who share a common interest (Lave and Wenger, 1991). In these 

types of communities, the generation of knowledge is implemented in terms of solving common 

problems (Wegner, 1998). The key to active participation in these unique sociotechnical environments 

is the engagement (Ray, Sung, Morris, 2014), assumed as a set of intrinsic motivations that induce 

people to interact (Baldus et al., 2015; Sukoco and Wu, 2010; McAlexander et al., 2002; Dholakia et al., 

2004; Brodie et al., 2013). 

In this perspective, the main research question of the paper is to observe the motivational engagement 

system of companies that allows communities of practice to become an innovative strategy to design 

sustainability. To this end, we propose a conceptual framework, called CDI (Connection, Discussion 

and Influence), along which the motivational levers representing the main drivers for participation in 

a community oriented to the synergistic design of sustainability can be formed. The basic idea is that 

there must be a relationship between the motivations to exchange knowledge and the shared planning 
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of sustainability along the three dimensions that characterize it - social, economic and environmental. 

The model is tested in the agri-food sector, today called to adopt innovative strategies to enhance the 

offer’s quality (Cillo et al., 2019; Fait et al., 2019; Iaia et al., 2019). 

The companies involved in the empirical analysis, conducted with the aim to verify the research 

hypotheses, already joined the Agri-food Protection Consortia, which represent a clear example of 

creation, maintenance and management of organizational networks based on a relational heritage, 

with the ambition and the desire to increase the awareness of a territory, its products and its values 

(Maizza, 2010; Maizza, Fait and Scorrano, 2015; Maizza et al., 2019). In fact, they represent a natural 

meeting place for knowledge, experiences and skills from which exchange can derive a synergistic 

competitive advantage. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND  

Online community 

Nowadays the online community phenomenon is even more discussed in different fields of studies (Li 

2004).  

The online community or web community are defined as “an aggregation of individuals or business 

partners who interact based on a shared interest, where the interaction is at least partially supported 

or mediated by technology and guided by certain protocols and norms” (Porter and Donthu 2008, p. 

115). 

Web communities are, therefore, digital platforms that encourage collaboration, interaction and 

knowledge sharing (McAfee, 2006). In this perspective, managerial studies emphasize the 

communicative dimension defining a social aggregate that emerges from a network of relationships 

that is activated around a topic of common interest (Rheingold, 1993), a group of individuals who 

share common norms and policies and interact through the web (Precee, 2000).  

In other words, the creation of a community derives from a need of socialization (relationship 

community), access to information of common interest (community of interest), or to satisfy both 

objectives (learning community) (Martinez, 2004). In particular, the focus is the communities of practice 

(CoPs), a «groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and 

who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis» (Wenger et 

al., 2002, p. 4). So, in CoPs, members have informal relationships, share common practices (Aggarwal 

et al., 2006), and help each other solve problems (Pan and Leidner, 2003). In this sense, they create a 

knowledge domain, with a mutual ground and a mutual intellectual identity (Cortese, 2018), and a 

proper community’s knowledge orientation, made up by theoretical concepts and practical direct 
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experiences, which consider a mutual engagement (Pan and Leidner, 2003; Scarborough and Swan, 

1999).  

Engagement in the online community 

In the last decade, managers and researchers have shown interest in the way online communities can 

stimulate users to engage in more collaborations, promotions and purchases (Algesheimer and 

Dholakia 2006, Ma and Agarwal 2007, Brandtzæg and Heim 2008, Lee et al., 2003). Members of an 

online community benefit from access to more knowledge and experience than that could be found in 

traditional social networks (Constant et al., 1996).  

In fact, engagement is considered a mental state that stimulates individuals to adopt a pro-social 

behaviour whose effects are significant for themselves and for the group (Kahn 1990). In the 

technological perspective of online communities, engagement was considered an abstract concept, 

instead, it emerged as a relevant theoretical and empirical construct in other fields (Algesheimer et al., 

2005, Bakker et al., 2008, Kahn 1990).  

CoPs are formed by knowledge, people, organizational processes, and infrastructure (Pan and 

Leidner, 2003), in which members engage in several initiatives, from problem-solving to knowledge 

sharing (Hew and Hara 2006). So, engagement permeates each aspect of communities and is the 

reason why members feel part of the community, the reason they belong to it (Hafeez et al., 2018). 

Moreover, engagement is one of the elements that sharp the CoPs competences based on three 

elements (Wenger, 1998): mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire (Wenger, 2000).  

Certainly, engagement has a relevant role in the Cop dimensions. It may refer to two activities, as 

starting a discussion and answering to a message (Hafeez et al., 2018), but is the second to be more 

recurrent than the first (Anderson 2006). If Lave and Wenger (1991) have coined the three dimensions 

of a CoP, Diemert (2002) has recognized the main elements which describe the role of the engagement, 

while Handley et al. (2006) focused the connection among the concept of learning in the CoPs through 

participation, identity and practice. Even if Authors have carried on several research on the topic 

(Tedjamulia et al. 2005; Burnett et al. 2003), evolving the existing concept, when the research focus is 

about the incentives for knowledge sharing in the CoPs, the discussion is on barriers rather than 

enabling motivators (Homburg and Meijer 2001). Hence, there is not a complete comprehension of the 

reasons why members choose to share knowledge (Wasko and Faraj 2000; Ridings, Gefen, and Arinze 

2002). 

Studies have long since shown that intrinsic motivations are much more powerful stimulators of such 

sharing than are extrinsic stimuli (Osterloh and Frey, 2000). 
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Objectives of the research and hypothesis 

CoPs are formed by knowledge, people, organizational processes, and infrastructure (Pan and 

Leidner, 2003), in which members engage in several initiatives, from problem-solving to knowledge 

sharing (Hew and Hara 2006). The key to active participation in these unique sociotechnical 

environments is the engagement (Ray, Sung, Morris, 2014), a set of intrinsic motivations that induce to 

interact (Baldus et al., 2015; Sukoco e Wu, 2010; McAlexander et al., 2002; Dholakia et al., 2004; Brodie et 

al., 2013). In the present study, the interaction regards the companies' willingness to contribute with 

their knowledge to the online knowledge-sharing communities of practice; in particular, we refer to 

those communities of practice-oriented to the creation of a sustainability shared planning (Del Giudice 

et al., 2017; Carayannis et al., 2017).  

Therefore, this study was guided by the following research question:  

RQ: How is made up the motivational engagement system of the companies that allows to on communities of 

practice became an innovative strategy to design a sustainability shared planning along its three dimensions - 

social, economic and environmental? 

To this end, the research proposes a conceptual framework, hereinafter referred to as C.D.I -

Connection, Discussion and Influence-. The basic idea is the existence of a relationship between the 

motivations to exchange knowledge on the part of companies, and the shared planning of 

sustainability along its three dimensions - social, economic and environmental. Therefore, a 

motivational perspective based on three dimensions is proposed (Cfr. fig.1): 

-  Connection is represented as the ability of a community member to understand that 

knowledge exchange links it to something useful for all members (Baldus et al., 2015), a 

perspective that implies a relationship and, obviously, the will to expand it. Therefore, the 

explanatory variables of the Connection have been identified by adopting the relational 

perspective of social capital concerning: a) the relationships that are created through a 

continuous system of interactions, such as to generate a specific kind of norms - trust, 

reciprocity and solidarity; b) the identification process understood as sharing the member’s 

vision within social networks (Krackhardt, 1999; Van Knippenberg, D., and Schippers, 2007; 

Janowicz-Panjaitan and Noorderhaven, 2009). In this perspective, connection is the driver for 

working on the social dimension of sustainability, understood as the ability of the subjects to 

act together, effectively, based on the same conception of the project. The variables that 

characterize it are: a) avoiding internal conflicts, b) sharing values and traditions, c) assuming 

a behaviour consistent with the goals of the community; d) attracting and maintaining human 
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resources with specific skills on the territory; e) reinforcing member’s sense of belonging to a 

community; f) creating a territorial identity. 

On this basis, we affirm that:  

Hp1: The motivations that characterize the connection dimension are able to influence the decision-making 

process behind Knowledge Sharing, oriented to a sustainability shared planning. 

- Discussion represents the interest of a community member in talking with similar users about a 

common topic (Baldus et al., 2015). The explanatory variables have been identified considering the 

cognitive social theory, according to which the group participation implies the existence of personal or 

community expectations (Zhang and Hiltz, 2003; Kolekofski and Heminger, 2003; Lesser, 2000), which 

concern the consequences of a particular behavior (Denler et al., 2014) and the relative perceived 

advantage (Lin et al., 2009; Chen and Hung, 2010). In the perspective of the economic dimension, 

these explanatory variables represent the ability to produce and maintain, within the 

community, the maximum added value, combining resources efficiently, in order to enhance 

the specificity of local products and services. These variables were, therefore, identified in: a) 

Strengthening the image of the territory and its productions, b) Generating social innovation, 

c) Facilitating common strategies aimed at enhancing the territory and its enterprises, d) 

Maintaining high standard production and supply chain, e) Creating useful services for 

community members and for the territory, f) Increasing the reputation of the territory and its 

enterprises. 

Therefore, we consider that:  

Hp2: The motivations that characterize the discussion leverage are able to influence the decision-making process 

behind Knowledge Sharing, oriented to a sustainability shared planning. 

Influence represents the will degree of a community member to take part and actively influence the 

path towards sustainability. Recovering a systemic vision of the business-territory relationship 

(Maizza, 2013; Maizza et al., 2012; Fait et al., 2015), the focus is represented by the ability of 

companies to safeguard the distinctive elements of a territory through the enhancement of the 

cultural heritage elements and the protection and renewal of its natural resources and heritage 

(Peters, 1997; Hall et al., 2000; Telfer, 2001; Siano, 2001; Hall and Mitchell, 2002; Siano et al., 2008; 

Bresciani et al., 2016; Scorrano et al., 2018). In the environmental perspective, the motivations to 

exchange knowledge are therefore attributable to: a) Increase the value of the terroir, b) Design 

and regenerate the natural resources of the territory, c) enrich the cultural heritage, d) enrich the 

landscape, respecting its vocation, e) participate in the planning of interventions for the territory, 

f) facilitate production capacity in respect of the territory. 

In light of this scenario, we assume that:  
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Hp3: The motivations that characterize the influence leverage are able to influence the decision-making process 

behind Knowledge Sharing, oriented to a sustainability shared planning. 

Figure 1 C.D.I model 

 

Source: our elaboration 

METHODOLOGY 

Sample 

The conceptual framework described above has been tested in the agri-food sector, which is invested 

with a growing responsibility concerning the implementation of sustainability paths. In fact, the agri-

food sector involves the typically environmental aspects related to terroir and its productions, as well 

as: i) the social aspect, referable to the social capital that traditionally characterizes all companies which 

operate in it, and to the value of the territorial identity of its productions; ii) the economic dimension, 

inherent to the competitive advantage that it can generate not only for companies but also for the 

territory on which they operate. Within this sector, the survey focused on the companies belonging to 

the Agri-food Protection Consortia and it was created for the protection of specific agricultural food and 

production. Not considering the legal motivations that have produced these forms of association, the 

Agri-food Protection Consortia have been formed and consolidated over time through a process of 

sharing vision, mission and values among entrepreneurs, who feel the ambitious and the desire to let 

the territory they belong to known, as well as its products and values (Maizza, 2010; Maizza and Iazzi, 

2010; Santoro et al., 2019; Caputo et al., 2019). The Consortia represent a clear example of the creation, 

maintenance and management of long-term organizational networks, which are able to pursue the 

goal of growth and survival through knowledge dissemination and sharing (Maizza et al., 2015; 

Scuotto et al., 2017; Ferreira et al., 2018).  
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The Survey Method for data collection was adopted (Singleton et al., 1988; de Leeuw, 2008) preparing 

a questionnaire, sent by e-mail in the period November - December 2018, to companies’ directors of 

appropriately selected consortia. The 11 Consortia were identified in the most important agro-food 

areas in the Italian economic context - wine production, ham production sector, dairy, olive oil and 

fruit farming - considering the period of activity and the number of consortium’s members. As we 

carried out exploratory research, conducted on a selected sample of companies, the technique of 

sampling of convenience was applied and a total number of 250 validly completed questionnaires 

were collected, considered and analyzed. Table 1 shows information on respondents. 

Table 1: Demographic information 

Years of membership in the 

consortium 

For less than 10 years 15% 

From 10 to 20 years 35% 

From 21 to 30 years 33% 

Over 30 years 17% 

Employees 

From 10 to 49 

employees 85% 

From 50 to 250 

employees 12% 

Over 250 employees 3% 

Revenue 

Up to 2 mio € 83% 

From 2 to10 mio € 15% 

Over 10 mio € 2% 

Source: our elaboration 

 

Methodology 

The questionnaire was structured taking into account the three dimensions of the proposed model - 

Connection, Discussion, Influence - and preparing the questions so that the respondent could express 

their judgment on a Likert scale (Likert, 1932) from 0 (not important) to 7 (very important). The 

empirical phase verified whether, in the process of joining an online community oriented to a 

sustainability strategy, the groups of variables identifying the aforementioned dimensions represent 

the engagement motivations that justify and nurture participation in the community itself. To this end, 

to confirm the existence of the proposed structure with the model, a Confirmatory Factor Analysis was 

applied, elaborated by SPSS (Stock and Watson, 2007; Bracalente et al., 2009). This technique allows, in 

fact, to observe whether the decision to participate in a web community oriented to the design of 

sustainability is structured on all the items identifying the motivations or, rather, companies choose 

some items as guidelines of their behaviour. The results of the KMO test (0.564) and the Bartlett test 

are indicative of a correlation between the variables (p value> 0.05), confirming the sufficient 

acceptability of the factor analysis.   

The analysis has extracted six elements that explain 66.56% of the variance (values of 60-70% 

considered acceptable in terms of information function) (see Table 2) 
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Table 2 Total variance explained 

 

Extraction method: principal component analysis 

Rotation method: Varimax rotations with Kaiser normalization 

a. Convergence for the rotation performed in 21 iterations 

Source: our elaboration 

FINDINGS 

The interpretation of the factors takes place through the rotated component matrix (see Table 3), 

which shows the correlations between the original variables and the components identified (factor 

loading). Each variable is associated with the factor with which it has the highest correlation and the 

factor is named considering what the variables associated with it have in common. 

Table 3 Rotated Component Matrix 

 Territo

rial 

identit

y 

Sense 

of 

belong

ing 

Enhance

ment 

strategies 

Produc

tion 

assets 

Vocatio

n of the 

territory 

Co-

creation 

of value 

Items Factor loading 

Conveying and sharing values and 

traditions  

.642      

Presence of human resources with 

specific skills 

.708 

Generation of a territorial identity  .606 

Avoiding internal conflicts   .730     

Operating according to the 

consortium’s purposes 

 .635 

 

Reinforcement of the belonging 

sense to the community 

 .775 

Enhancing a unique image of the 

territory and its productions  

  .731 

 

   

Generation of social innovation    .553 

Facilitate common strategies   .698 
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aimed at enhancing the territory 

and its enterprises  

Safeguard of the terroir’s value     .768   

Safeguard of the cultural heritage     .796 

Facilitation of the companies’ 

productive capacity while 

respecting the territory  

    

.573 

Territory’s natural resources 

regeneration 

    .776  

Enrichment of the landscape 

respecting its vocation 

    .725 

 

Participation into a shared process 

of interventions designing 

    .567 

Maintenance of a high production 

and supply chain standard  

     .792 

 

Creation of useful services for 

community members and for the 

territory 

     .567 

 

Generation of an increase in the 

reputation of the territory and of 

its enterprises 

     .683 

Source: our elaboration 

Extraction method: Analysis of the main components. 

  Rotation method: Varimax with Kaiser standardization. 

a. Convergence for rotation performed in 12 iterations. 

The first two components, respectively called Territorial identity and Sense of belonging, allow us to 

confirm the first hypothesis that the motivations that characterize the connection dimension are able to 

influence the decision-making process behind Knowledge Sharing, oriented to a sustainability shared planning 

(Hp1). This is because the presence of human resources with specific skills (.708), able to convey and 

share values and traditions (.642), makes it possible to generate a territorial identity (.606) that 

reinforces those relational elements of the social capital of existing ones. 

The availability of community members to exchange knowledge - Discussion - is activated through 

topics that are indicative of personal or community expectations (Hp2). The component called 

Enhancement strategies indicates the perceived relative advantage and is linked to the possibility of 

generating a unique image of the territory and its productions (,731), to stimulate forms of social 
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innovation (.553) such as to facilitate common strategies aimed at enhancing of the territory and its 

enterprises (.698).  

The fourth and fifth components - Production assets and Vocation of the territory - are characterized by 

items that confirm the third hypothesis (Hp3) for which the motivations that characterize the Influence 

dimension act as levers of the process of knowledge exchange oriented towards sustainability.  

DISCUSSION 

The objective of this study was to observe the relationship between the motivations involved in the 

knowledge exchanging within an online community as well as the shared planning of the 

sustainability. According to the literature that considers engagement the key to an efficient and 

effective participation in these virtual environments (Ray et al., 2014), a model has been built and 

tested empirically; it has allowed identifying which areas can be considered relevant for a constant 

and active engagement of the online community’s members, when this is created with the purpose of 

planning the sustainability of both companies and territory they belong to.  

The decision to test it within the companies participating in the Agri-Food Protection Consortia is 

justified by the particular type of network they represent, characterized by the presence of a relational 

heritage built through the dissemination of productive and cultural knowledge, and the sharing of 

common vision, mission, organizational, and territorial values (Maizza, 2010; Maizza, Fait and 

Scorrano; 2015). An area, therefore, suitable to evaluate the motivational structure underlying the 

exchange of knowledge, oriented to the sustainability planning. 

The Confirmatory factor analysis shows that the engagement of the members is linked to the 

Connection dimension, when it is characterized by a pro-social behaviour based on the strengthening of 

the relational elements of social capital – human resources, values and traditions, territorial identity – 

and, the identification process with the community – sense of belonging, mutual understanding, 

resolution of internal conflicts. In this perspective, the development of this dimension (Connection) 

represents the driver to operate on the social dimension of sustainability, understood as the ability of 

the subjects to act together, effectively, based on the same conception of the project. 

Moreover, results confirm that the advantage connected with the knowledge exchange about a 

common topic - Discussion - lies in the possibility of reconciling personal and community expectations, 

both in terms of companies and their relations with the territory. The perception of the potential 

advantage derivable from the exchange of knowledge lies, in fact, in the possibility of defining 

common strategies aimed at enhancing the territory and its enterprises, to create a univocal image of 

the territory and its productions, and to generate social innovation; without neglecting the objective of 

maintaining a high standard of production and supply chain, of creating useful services for the 
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community members and for the territory that will generate an increase in the reputation of the 

territory and its enterprises. It is through this coordination between personal and community 

expectations that economic sustainability can be planned as the capacity to produce and maintain 

within the community - understood as a business-territory relationship - the maximum of the possible 

added value. 

Lastly, the engagement is linked to the Influence dimension when it is activated along the 

entrepreneurial dimension of environmental protection - value of the terroir, cultural heritage, 

increase in productive capacity of the companies while respecting the territory – territorial identity - 

regeneration of the territory’s natural resources, enrichment of the landscape in respect its vocation, 

shared process of the planning of the interventions. 

The paper, therefore, helps to confirm that the engagement is the key to active participation in this 

unique sociotechnical environment (Ray et al., 2014), especially when the goal of sharing knowledge is 

as specific as the sustainability is.  

The proposed theoretical model participates in the literature discussion, talking about the importance 

of engagement in virtual communities. The reflections that arise from its empirical application 

suggest, in fact, that the communities cannot be activated as discussion forums on professional 

interests (Chiu et al., 2006, Wasko and Faraj 2005), specific (Ma and Agarwal 2007) or general (Bateman 

et al., 2011), but as places for sharing a common project. The sharing is activated through the will to 

stand in relation (connection), to discuss for reaching common objectives (discussion) and to influence 

the path of a common growth (Influence).  

In other words, the pro-social behaviour represented by the exchange of knowledge (Chiu et al 2006, 

Law and Chang 2008, Wasko and Faraj 2005) is enriched through the engagement of the online 

community’s members, when it is structured to activate a virtuous circle between Connection, 

Discussion and Influence.  

The cycle must present itself not as a random mechanism, but as refined and well defined, to 

constantly feed the learning derived from the knowledge exchange, orienting it to the strategic 

objectives of sustainability, appropriately shared. This logic activates a virtuous circle thanks to which 

the improvement of the systemic performances generates attractiveness and the search for 

management improvement for the existing companies, as well as for others potentially aggregable and 

for the territory they belong to.  

LIMITATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

The decision to set up and design this study in terms of sustainability, naturally presents the limit that 

the conclusive data on sustainability cannot be generalized to any sector. However, they provide 
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important reflections for the networks operating in the agri-food context, today called to intervene in 

the planning of a sustainable path for the territory and its companies. A second limitation is 

represented by the fact that the interviewees do not participate in a virtual community but have only 

been asked if they are potentially interested in participating to it, and the importance they give to 

specific motivations. Therefore, a possible development of work could be to focus on a sample of 

companies that actually participate in these types of operations. 

Although the model was created by identifying specific items in relation to the key concept of 

sustainability, its underlying assumptions are, however, also applicable to other contexts. The 

hypothesised virtuous circle is, in fact, a driver for managers of virtual communities or for those 

networks of companies (such as consortia) that choose to enhance their relational heritage through the 

exchange of knowledge. So, it suggests fundamental guidelines to enhance the engagement in these 

virtual environments. Firstly, it is necessary to manage the perception of the own identity of each 

member by working on the enhancement of the social factors of relational factors - trust, identification, 

sharing of norms etc.-; therefore, correctly identifying the areas of discussion orienting them to a 

specific and shared purpose, with the aim to to enhance the interest in the knowledge exchange -; 

lastly, it is essential to understand the type of influence that the member of the community wants to 

exercise, in order to achieve the goals of sharing knowledge. The logic is to address the knowledge 

exchange within web tools towards the design and achievement of specific objectives, avoiding that 

the participation of some members is dispersed on areas of interest far from the specific objective. 

Designing a virtual community according to this perspective means devising and stimulating the pro-

social behaviour of the members, directing them towards the strengthening of the identity with a 

community and towards the creation of a culture of knowledge exchange oriented to the generation of 

systemic performances. 
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