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ABSTRACT

Background: Users frequently share information online (Case & Given, 2016), with social
and emotional support factors often important motivations (e.g. Ardichvili, 2008; McLure
Wasko & Faraj, 2000; Worrall, 2015) including on social Q&A sites (e.g. Choi, Kitzie, & Shah,
2014; Worrall & Oh, 2013). Our knowledge of socio-emotional motivations that influence
online information sharing is still limited.

Objective: To identify social and emotional factors that motivate users to ask questions,
answer questions, and share information with other users on Academia Stack Exchange
(Academia SE).

Methods: We content analyzed 100 randomly sampled questions and associated answers
and comments from the Academia (http://academia.stackexchange.com) sub-site of Stack
Exchange, one of the largest and most popular social Q&A sites. Our codebook contained
common socio-emotional motivations seen in prior literature (Oh, 2010, 2012; Oh & Syn,
2015; Shah, Oh, & Oh, 2008; Gazan, 2011; Jaeger & Burnett, 2010): altruism, communality,
empathy, enjoyment, gratitude, interaction and social engagement, norms, payment and
personal gain, reciprocity, reputation and status, self-efficacy, and social cognition. Emergent
motivations were captured through open coding, annotations, and memoing. Coding and
analysis were discussed within the team throughout to ensure reliability, trustworthiness, and
consistency (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Results: A stronger role for norms, communality, and self-efficacy existed than in previous
work, along with greater negativity and a concerning lack of empathy. Personal and social
norms were the most common motivation; users sought how to behave in common academic
situations, while answers established Academia SE and broader academic community norms
through enforcement and suggested behaviours. Contributing to a sense of community and to
common culture, and desiring greater acculturation into Academia SE and broader academic
communities, was also a common motivation. Users’ competence and self-efficacy was based
on their perceptions towards their own expertise potentially benefiting the Academia SE
community; many but not all cases were ego-driven. Social cognition played a role when
questioners wanted to learn more about social qualities displayed in academia and academic
relationships. Reputation and status was acknowledged tacitly with interests in improving but
not damaging one’s reputation in academia. Negative motivations in answers, coupled with a
lack of empathy, emerged; some users were sarcastic, unhelpful, or provided unwanted
advice based on circumstantial evidence. These answers often connected back to self-
efficacy and ego. Academia SE users display a stronger focus on socio-informational
components and learning more about academic communities’ norms, culture, social



perceptions, and reputation practices, similar to legitimate peripheral participation (Lave &
Wenger, 1991).

Future Work: It remains unclear whether coherence in norms, values, and behaviours is
established within the Academia SE community; there may also be implicit empathetic
considerations guiding Academia SE users’ information sharing even as little explicit empathy
is observed. We are conducting (a) a survey of users of Academia SE, providing direct input
about their socio-emotional motivations, norms, values, and behaviours; and (b) semi-
structured interviews with select survey participants to add further insight on motivations,
coherence, and empathy.

Acknowledgements: Research funded by an [internal grant removed for peer review]
awarded to the first author.

References:

Ardichvili, A. (2008). Learning and knowledge sharing in virtual communities of practice:
Motivators, barriers, and enablers. Advances in Developing Human Resources, 10,
541-554. doi:10.1177/1523422308319536

Case, D. O., & Given, L. M. (2016). Looking for information: A survey of research on
information seeking, needs, and behavior (4th ed.). Bingley, UK: Emerald.

Choi, E., Kitzie, V., & Shah, C. (2014). Investigating motivations and expectations of asking a
question in social Q&A. First Monday, 19(3). doi:10.5210/fm.v19i3.4830

Gazan, R. (2011). Social Q&A. Journal of the American Society for Information Science and
Technology, 62, 2301-2312. doi:10.1002/asi.21562

Jaeger, P. T., & Burnett, G. (2010). Information worlds: Behavior, technology, and social
context in the age of the Internet. New York, NY: Routledge.

Lave, J., & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation.
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Establishing trustworthiness. In Naturalistic inquiry (pp.
289-331). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

McLure Wasko, M., & Faraj, S. (2000). “It is what one does”: Why people participate and help
others in electronic communities of practice. The Journal of Strategic Information
Systems, 9, 155-173. doi:10.1016/S0963-8687(00)00045-7

Oh, S. (2010). Answerers’ motivations and strategies for providing health answers online: An
investigation of health question answering (Doctoral dissertation). University of North
Carolina, Chapel Hill, NC. Retrieved from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses.
(3428391)



Oh, S. (2012). The characteristics and motivations of health answerers for sharing
information, knowledge, and experiences in online environments. Journal of the
American Society for Information Science and Technology, 63, 543-557. doi:10.1002/
asi.21676

Oh, S., & Syn, S. Y. (2015). Motivations for sharing information and social support in social
media: A comparative analysis of Facebook, Twitter, Delicious, YouTube, and Flickr.
Journal of the Association for Information Science and Technology, 66, 2045-2060.
doi:10.1002/asi.23320

Shah, C., Oh, J. S., & Oh, S. (2008). Exploring characteristics and effects of user participation
in online social Q&A sites. First Monday, 13(9). doi:10.5210/fm.v13i9.2182

Worrall, A. (2015). “Like a real friendship”: Translation, coherence, and convergence of
information values in LibraryThing and Goodreads. In G. Olson (Ed.), iConference
2015 proceedings. Champaign, IL: iSchools. Retrieved from http://hdl.handle.net/
2142/73641

Worrall, A., & Oh, S. (2013). The place of health information and socio-emotional support in
social questioning and answering. Information Research, 18(3). Retrieved from
http://informationr.net/ir/18-3/paper587.htmi



