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Abstract and Keywords

Lurking, or passive online participation, is often defined as non-participation or minimal 
participation in online groups or communities. Although lurking has previously been 
considered a negative behavior in online spaces, with lurkers accessing the social capital 
of online communities without providing anything in return, current perspectives 
consider lurking as a legitimate form of online participation. Current literature shows 
that lurking is a more nuanced activity than previously considered, as individuals may not 
only vary in their participation across different online groups but their participation may 
also vary over time within an online group. This chapter examines the key personal and 
situational factors associated with active or passive participation, as well as the 
differential outcomes linked to levels of engagement in online groups generally, followed 
by a more detailed exploration of lurking in the context of online support groups and 
education.

Keywords: Lurking, online, passive participation, passive use, online support groups, e-learning

Introduction
Anyone who has visited one of the multifarious online forums dedicated to video games 
(one of the authors of this chapter has spent countless hours frequenting Fallout 4 
forums!) will know that participation levels vary considerably between users. Whereas 
more “active” members might regularly begin threads bemoaning game bugs and 
glitches, offer tips and advice to fellow gamers, share achievements or character 
creations, or ask for help with quests they are stuck on, other members may merely log 
on to read existing content or observe interactions between members of the community, 
seemingly without making a tangible contribution. This pattern of behavior is not unique 
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to games forums and indeed all online groups include individuals who do not add content 
to the community. These individuals have become known as “lurkers” (Edelmann, 2013). 
Lurking is thus viewed as a passive behavior linked to observation, invisibility, or 
bystander behavior (Edelmann, 2013).

In terms definitions, scholars vary in their framing of the phenomenon. Some consider 
lurking to involve no posting at all (e.g., Neelen & Fetter, 2010; Nonnecke & Preece, 
2003), while others consider lurking as some (but minimal) posting (e.g., Golder & 
Donath, 2004; Ridings, Gefen, & Arinze, 2006). We would contest that the definition of 
lurking should depend on the social norms associated with specific online groups, which 
will always constrain and influence how people interact in all online spaces (Van Dijck, 
2013). Whereas it might be more common in one community for users to make infrequent 
contributions, members of other communities may expect their fellow members to 
actively post. In the latter community, members are likely to perceive lurkers as those 
who make no or minimal contributions, but in the former those who engage minimally 
may not be seen as lurking. As discussed by Malinen (2015), it is still unclear how long a 
user should remain passive before being considered a lurker in an online environment. 
Nonetheless, for the purposes of this chapter lurkers are considered as individuals who 
log onto online communities, but who contribute little or no written content, thus 
spending the majority of their time taking in information created by other members.

Whether in the context of online support groups or video gaming forums, research 
exploring the determinants and effects of active or passive online behaviors has 
increased. Two key viewpoints exist with regard to lurking behavior specifically. The first 
view is that lurking is chiefly a negative behavior as individuals benefit from the content 
posted by active members and fail to add any real value to a community (Preece, 
Nonnecke, & Andrews, 2004). Thus, lurkers have been described as “social loafers” or 
“freeloaders,” drawing upon the social capital (the psychological and emotional resources 
gained through our relationships with others; Coleman, 1988) in communities without 
providing anything in return (Kollock & Smith, 1996). Following this thinking, one of the 
principal focal points of early research was on increasing participation of lurkers in order 
for them to become legitimate members of a group. This is largely due to active and 
sustained participation being viewed as crucial for making online groups viable and 
successful (Burke, Marlow, & Lento, 2009; Koh, Kim, Butler, and Bock, 2007).

The alternate view is that lurkers are in fact legitimate members of communities since 
passive participation can be considered as another form of engagement in online groups. 
Interestingly, lurkers have been shown to make up the majority of participants, with some 
studies showing that up to 90 percent of users were lurkers (Mason, 1999; Muller, 2012). 
However, lurking rates also vary depending on the online environment. For example, 
lurkers have been shown to make up 45.5 percent of all users in a health support 
community compared to 82 percent of users in a software support community (Nonnecke 
& Preece, 2001). Individuals are often also members of multiple online communities or 
groups simultaneously and engage in varying degrees within these different spaces 
(Muller, 2012). More specifically, one study found that 84 percent of individuals both lurk 
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and contribute in at least one community (Muller, 2012). Therefore, lurking has been 
argued to simply be a different form of engagement. The extent of individuals’ 
engagement within online spaces is likely to vary in relation to their personal needs and 
motivations as well as the characteristics of the online group. Thus, many factors 
contribute to levels of participation of users and, in order to understand lurking behavior, 
it is important to consider the determinants of these behaviors as well as the effects of 
active or passive use.

This chapter discusses the personal and social determinants of lurking in online 
environments more broadly, before focusing on lurking in the contexts of health (online 
support groups) and education (e-learning), more specifically, due to the plethora of 
academic literature exploring these communities.

Personal and Situational Determinants of 
Lurking

Lurking as a Transformatory Process

It has been suggested that participation in online groups or communities is not a fixed 
behavior. Instead, it can be a transformatory process where individuals move between 
active and passive participation at various stages of joining a group (Bryant, Forte, & 
Bruckman, 2005; Malinen, 2015). In the beginning stages of joining an online group, 
individuals may lurk in order to familiarize themselves with the group dynamics in 
preparation for becoming active, contributing members (Yeow, Johnson, & Faraj, 2006). 
Indeed, lurkers stated that the key reason for their passive behavior was the desire to 
first learn more about the group (Nonnecke & Preece, 2003; Nonnecke, Preece, & 
Andrews, 2004). Moreover, a quarter of lurkers indicated that telling stories or 
participating in conversations was their main reason for joining an online community in 
the first place, and 13 percent reportedly wanted to offer advice and expertise in the 
online community they had joined (Ridings, Gefen, & Arinze, 2006). Thus, many lurkers 
join groups with the intention of contributing and can be seen as potential posters.

Upon observation, individuals may choose not to actively participate due to poor usability 
or technical issues, due to not liking the group dynamics once they had become familiar 
with it, or not perceiving the group as a good fit for them (Nonnecke et al., 2004; Preece 
et al., 2004). For example, someone may join a support group in order to find out more 
about living with a specific health issue but finds that discussions within the group tend 
to focus more on medical symptoms. Alternatively, the individual may find that members 
in the group are very negative or aggressive. Therefore, the individual’s purpose for 
joining the group is not fulfilled. Lurking is, thus, not only dependent on the motivations 
for joining an online group or community but also on a range of situational factors within 
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the group itself. Therefore, lurking is argued to be a more complex and more nuanced 
activity than previously considered (Yeow et al., 2006), refuting the notion that all lurkers 
are simply “freeloaders.”

Apart from moving between passive and active participation, active members can also 
become passive over time if they become less enthusiastic or if they become bored with 
the dynamics of the online group. Additionally, members may appear on the surface to be 
inactive, but this may be because for all intents and purposes they are no longer a 
member of the group, but just have not withdrawn their membership status. Thus, 
consideration of personal and situational determinants is important to understand both 
active and passive participation at various stages of group membership.

Motivations for Lurking

Sun, Rau, and Ma (2014) established a conceptual framework outlining four factors 
influencing online participation that could be applied to understand motivations for 
lurking. The factors include: (i) personal characteristics, (ii) the nature of the online 
community (iii) commitment to the group and (iv) privacy concerns.

Personal characteristics include the goals individuals aim to achieve by joining an online 
group. This can include a desire for information exchange, social interactions (e.g., 
friendship in personal interest groups), or support (e.g., health or occupational groups) 
(Ridings & Gefen, 2004). The desire to fulfil informational needs above social needs may 
lead to different expectations about group participation and, in turn, drives behavior. For 
example, lurkers indicate that the information they obtain within groups is more 
important than social interaction as their needs are satisfied from reading content posted 
by others (Nonnecke & Preece, 2003; Nonnecke et al., 2004).

Lurkers in social networking sites also believed that their social or emotional needs would 
not be satisfied if they posted (Rau, Gao, & Ding, 2008). In contrast to this, active users 
tended to be attracted to more extroverted activities that hold social benefits such as 
professional networking and offering expertise (Nonnecke et al., 2004; Tonteri, Kosonen, 
Ellonen, & Tarkiainen, 2011), and are more likely to be motivated by altruism and 
reputation (Horng, 2016). This suggests that, rather than actively deciding not to 
participate in a group, lurkers may simply be unmotivated to participate as their goals 
are met through passive use. This may also help to explain variations in lurking behavior 
across different online contexts, such as the significantly higher prevalence rate of 
lurking in a software support community compared to a health support community 
(Nonnecke & Preece, 2001). It is logical to consider that individuals trying to fix a 
software issue are present in the software support community to find information that 
would assist in solving the specific problem they are experiencing, while individuals 
visiting a health community may also desire emotional support and, therefore, richer 
social exchanges. Furthermore, individuals may also have different sets of needs at 
different times, which can also help to explain variations in levels of engagement within 
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communities. For example, at the onset of illness people may be more in need of 
emotional support and may thus be more likely to actively participate in an online group, 
whereas later on they may be more in need of informational support relating to 
medication adherence or treatment and may thus be less likely to participate (or “lurk”) 
in an online group (Fullwood, 2016). Therefore, lurking behavior can be attributed to the 
Uses and Gratifications approach (Blumler & Katz, 1974), as individuals use media to 
gratify their very unique set of needs; in turn, those needs shape their use of the medium 
(Orchard & Fullwood, 2010).

Personal characteristics also include the personality traits of users. Research has found 
that introversion influences participation (Ross et al., 2009) and that extroverts engage in 
more social online behaviors and are more likely to voice their opinions than introverts 
(Nov, Arazy, López, & Brusilovsky, 2013). Others have found that agreeableness 
(associated with co-operation, consideration, and warmth) is linked to the motivation to 
help others—leading to active use, while conscientiousness (associated with diligence, 
meticulousness, and attentiveness) is linked to the motivation of finding useful 
information—leading to passive use (Cullen & Morse, 2011). Those high in neuroticism 
(associated with moodiness and anxiety) were also found to be less likely to actively 
engage in online communities (Cullen & Morse, 2011). It may be that neurotic individuals 
have higher concern for their privacy and may not wish to self-disclose, or they may have 
a higher concern for how others may respond to their posts.

Another personal characteristic that guides active or passive participation is 
technological self-efficacy. Self-efficacy relates to an individual’s self-confidence and 
belief about their capabilities of enacting specific behaviors (Bandura, 1977, 1993). Those 
with higher technological self-efficacy tend to be more confident in engaging in various 
online spaces, and believe that their posts provide useful information that will be viewed 
positively by other users (Sun, Rau, & Ma, 2014). Linked to this, a strong positive 
relationship has been found between lurking and computer anxiety (Osatuyi, 2015). Thus, 
in addition to gratifying particular needs, individual differences and self-efficacy also 
contribute to varied participation in online groups.

The second component of the framework suggests that the nature of the online group, 
such as group identity, reciprocity, and reputation, will influence users’ desires to 
contribute to the group. Zhou (2011) found that the social identity of the group impacts 
on user participation. The reputation of the group was also an important determinant, as 
those who wanted to earn respect from others in the group were more likely to contribute 
to groups with a high reputation (Lakhani & Von Hippel, 2003). Poor quality of messages 
and low response rates in an online group were also found to impact users’ willingness to 
participate (Wise, Hamman, & Thorson, 2006). Thus, group characteristics and dynamics 
also influence user willingness to contribute.

Thirdly, user participation in online groups can evolve over time as individuals take on 
different roles within the community, and as they potentially become more committed to 
the group (Schneider, Von Krogh, & Jäger, 2013). Commitment to the group can solidify 
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active participation, while lower commitment can lead to reduced contributions over 
time. Finally, privacy concerns also influence participation. Individuals are more likely to 
participate if they consider the community to be secure and reliable (Sun et al., 2014), 
and are more likely to lurk if they are worried about their privacy (Du, 2006; Osatuyi, 
2015).

This section highlights that a range of intrinsic (e.g., personal characteristics of the 
individual) and extrinsic (e.g., the nature of the community) motivations can impact the 
extent of user participation. This links to self-determination theory (SDT), which posits 
that individuals are driven by intrinsic and extrinsic sources of motivation related to 
fulfilling three basic psychological needs: competence, autonomy, and relatedness (for 
further reading see Deci & Ryan, 2000, 2008, 2011), and the same can explain active and 
passive online behaviors.

Effects of Lurking

While participation in groups is seen to enhance social capital in offline contexts (e.g., 
Cullen & Sommer, 2011), research into online communities suggests that these benefits 
are observed more in active participants than lurkers (Laine, Ercal, & Luo, 2011). 
However, other studies have shown that lurkers are as well informed and familiar with 
group dynamics as active users (Edelmann, 2013). In fact, many lurkers considered 
themselves community members (Nonnecke et al., 2004) as interaction with the content 
created by others can make them feel connected to the group (Tonteri et al., 2011). 
Lurking can also result in vicarious support obtained through the content posted by 
others without the need for self-disclosure (Walther & Boyd, 2002). This may be 
particularly attractive to some users, particularly those with higher privacy concerns. 
However, the effects of lurking are likely to vary depending on the nature of the online 
community. The following sections consider lurking in more detail in the context of health 
and education by exploring the motivations and outcomes of lurking behaviors in these 
domains.

Lurking in Online Support Groups and Health 
Forums
Online health groups and communities not only provide a wealth of information but they 
also offer a means of social support to users by connecting individuals who may have 
similar health concerns (see the chapter “Online Support Communities” by Coulson, this 
volume). Using online support groups allows individuals to engage in discussions with 
others through chat rooms, discussion boards, and forums in order to share stories, 
advice, and offer support. For many users, connecting through shared experiences with 
others is the key reason for engaging in health-related groups and communities (Oh, 
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Lauckner, Boehmer, Fewins-Bliss, & Li, 2013). Although information-seeking in relation to 
health is widespread, active use of online support groups through social exchange is less 
common (Van Uden-Kraan et al., 2009). The following sections outline the predictors of 
active or passive engagement in the context of online support groups in more detail as 
well as the outcomes associated with active or passive use.

Predictors of Active or Passive Participation in Online Support 
Groups

Chung (2014) outlined three key motivations for engagement in online support groups: (i) 
motivations for social interaction, (ii) motivation for information seeking, and (iii) the 
need for emotional support. These motivations guide the extent to which individuals 
engage in online support groups, and the features they use on these sites. For example, 
those with a strong motivation for social interaction and emotional support were found to 
be more likely to engage in one-to-one conversations with other users and were more 
likely to self-disclose, while those with a strong motivation for information seeking were 
less focused on the social networking features and focused more on discussion board 
features of online support groups, where information is more likely to be exchanged 
(Chung, 2014). Thus, motivations for use are crucial in understanding active and passive 
participation in online health behaviors.

Available offline social support can also impact on the extent to which individuals are 
motivated to engage in online support groups. Two competing perspectives exist in 
relation to this: social enhancement and social compensation. Social enhancement relates 
to the idea that those who already have sufficient social and instrumental support offline 
may be driven to enhance these resources even further by seeking out online interactions 
(Kraut et al., 2002). Social compensation, on the other hand, argues that those who have 
fewer resources available offline may compensate for this by seeking out these resources 
online (McKenna & Bargh, 1998). Han, Hou, Kim, and Gustafson (2014) considered these 
models in the context of an online cancer support group and found evidence for both. The 
findings showed that lurkers were more likely to live alone than active participants in the 
group, suggesting support for the social enhancement explanation. However, social 
compensation was also supported as individuals were more likely to engage in online 
support groups (at least in the short term) if they were depressed, and/or had less 
knowledge about cancer and lower perceived social support offline (Han et al., 2014). 
This highlights that participation in online support groups can fulfil different functions 
depending on social and psychological factors, and that these factors may not be barriers 
but rather motivators to interact with others (Han et al., 2012).

Outcomes of Active and Passive Participation in Online Support 
Groups
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Engagement in online support groups has been associated with numerous positive 
outcomes, including social and emotional support and information and advice about 
illness (Nimrod, 2016). It has also been linked to increased optimism about one’s 
condition (due to learning about positive experiences of others), increased mood and 
coping, empowerment, higher confidence in relationships with doctors and treatment, as 
well as self-esteem and well-being (Nimrod, 2016; Van Uden-Kraan et al., 2008).

The benefits of online support groups, however, may also differ based on active or passive 
participation (Tanis, Das, & Fortgens-Sillmann, 2011), although the findings in this area 
are mixed. Malik and Coulson (2011) found that both active and passive users in an 
infertility group received benefits from group membership and there was no difference in 
loneliness, social support, infertility-related stress, or marital satisfaction between them. 
Similarly, according to Mo and Coulson (2010), there was no difference between lurkers 
and posters in online support groups in relation to self-care, self-efficacy, loneliness, 
depression, or optimism. However, this study also found that lurkers reported 
significantly lower scores on measures of perceived social support and satisfaction with 
relationships with other group members compared to posters (Mo & Coulson, 2010). 
Some argue that the process of formulating replies and explaining personal experiences 
and emotions can be an important contributor to the benefits obtained from using online 
support groups and working through feelings via self-reflection (Han et al., 2011; 
Pennebaker, 1997). In addition, offering support to others can also serve to enhance an 
individual’s self-worth, belonging, and sense of purpose (Fullwood, 2016; Taylor & Turner,
2001). Thus, while lurkers may feel equally as informed and emotionally supported as 
more active members through reading messages and learning the perspectives of others 
(Mo & Coulson, 2010; Van Uden-Kraan et al., 2008), active members are likely to obtain 
additional benefits (Nimrod, 2016). For example, Barak and Dolev-Cohen (2006) found 
that the higher an individual’s activity level, the lower the level of distress experienced a 
few months later. Moreover, on a practical level, participation in online support groups 
was linked to greater adherence to health goals and for a longer period of time than non-
participation (Richardson et al., 2010). This could be due to receiving continued 
encouragement from group members. Thus, while online support groups are beneficial to 
both active and passive users, it is likely that engagement within these groups or 
communities may enhance benefits, particularly in the long term.

Lurking in e-Learning Environments
Internet-based electronic learning (e-learning) systems have revolutionized education, 
challenging institutions to develop pedagogies and practices which are more student-
focused, flexible, and personalized (Wanner & Palmer, 2015). Over the past decade or so, 
e-learning has radically impacted how students learn at all stages of education (Moller, 
Foshay, & Huett, 2008). At the most rudimentary level, the Internet creates opportunities 
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to learn in ways which would have been impossible without it and, most importantly, time 
and location now place far fewer restrictions on access to education (Garrison & Kanuka, 
2004).

Evidence supports the notion that universities and other learning establishments are 
rapidly embracing “blended” or “hybrid” learning, i.e., the integration of online learning 
with traditional face-to-face methods (Goeman & Van Laer, 2012; Moskal, Dziuban, & 
Hartman, 2013). Furthermore, this now reflects the learning experiences for the vast 
majority of students in higher education, at least in more developed and industrialized 
nations (Johnson, Adams Becker, Estrada, & Freeman, 2015; NMC Horizon Report, 2015). 
The fact that aspects of a course may be delivered online makes it easier to balance other 
commitments, such as work and family life, with studying (Deschacht & Goeman, 2015; 
Vaughan, 2007). A number of factors have been proposed as drivers for the blended 
learning boom, including a demand for more accessible courses (Johnson, Adams, & 
Cummins, 2012; NMC Horizon Report, 2015), a more technologically savvy/digitally 
literate generation who desire to use their own devices during their learning (NMC 
Horizon Report, 2015), economic constraints, for instance, tighter budgets for 
universities and rising tuition fees (Allen & Seaman, 2013; Desai, Hart, & Richards, 
2008), as well as evolving pedagogical approaches to teaching and learning (Allen & 
Seaman, 2013).

Advantages and Disadvantages to Blended Learning Approaches

As the vast majority of students’ higher education experiences will involve e-learning 
environments, discussing the merits and drawbacks of this approach may help to 
elucidate why some learners do not actively participate in online learning environments. 
One of the most cited disadvantages to online interactions is the paucity of social 
communication cues. For instance, non-verbal signals such as facial expressions and eye 
gaze cannot be communicated within the asynchronous, text-only discussion forums 
regularly found on Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs) like Blackboard or Canvas (Hill, 
Song, & West, 2009; Mazuro & Rao, 2011). There is abundant evidence that these cues 
play a significant role in human communication (e.g., see Argyle, 2013). Even online 
media that provides access to visual information (e.g., videoconferencing services like 
Skype) are not the same as face-to-face interaction, and there is ample evidence to 
suggest that non-verbal signals, although present, may be attenuated and therefore do 
not have the same performative impact (e.g., see Fullwood, 2007; Fullwood & Finn, 
2010).

The fact that this important social information is filtered out in computer-mediated 
communication (CMC) convinced early researchers that online interactions were less 
friendly, colder, more impersonal, more task-focused, and more business-like in nature 
(Hiltz, Johnson, & Turoff, 1986; Rice & Love, 1987). More recent theoretical perspectives, 
however (e.g., Social Information Processing theory, Walther, 2008), argue that the more 
individuals are highly motivated to manage the impressions of others and develop 



The Psychology of Online Lurking

Page 10 of 25

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 23 October 2018

relationships online, the more they are likely to compensate when certain cues are 
missing, i.e., gathering and interpreting social information from other cues available 
online. These cues include language choice, the use of emoticons, or other forms of 
“textspeak” (Fullwood, Quinn, Chen-Wilson, Chadwick, & Reynolds, 2015). 
Notwithstanding this perspective, CMC still creates a social distance between the student 
and his or her lecturers and peers, and may be one reason why drop-out rates tend to be 
higher on courses which are exclusively or predominantly delivered online. These 
students are more likely to report feeling isolated and unsupported compared to students 
who attend in person (e.g., see Deschacht & Goeman, 2015; Diaz, 2000; Frankola, 2001; 
Levy, 2007). However, it is also important to acknowledge that the backgrounds of 
students signing up for online courses, or courses which have a higher online component, 
tend to be quite different, on average, to those who take “traditional” courses. For 
example, they may be more likely to have disabilities, come from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds, be mature, or have dependents (Dekker, Pechenizkiy, & Vleeshouwers, 2009; 
Diaz, 2000; Rivera & Rice, 2002). Therefore, this must also be factored in to the equation 
when trying to explain attrition rates.

The educational advantages of blended or online learning approaches are well 
documented in the academic literature. For instance, via VLEs students can access 
learning resources at their own convenience (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004; Mazuro & Rao, 
2011) so they can learn at a pace that is comfortable for them (Belfi et al., 2015), and 
develop higher levels of independence (Ginns, Prosser, & Barrie, 2007). E-learning widens 
participation (Davies & Graff, 2005), and asynchronous discussion forums can promote 
group learning, collaboration and communication skills (Fåhræus, 2004; Mazuro & Rao, 
2011). Additionally, setting online discussion tasks can enable the development of higher 
order thinking skills because students are permitted time to reflect upon their 
contributions before making them (Cooner, 2010; Mazuro & Rao, 2011). Furthermore, 
according to the Online Disinhibition Effect, there is an expectation that online spaces are 
more egalitarian and socially liberating because cues to status and authority will be 
minimized (Suler, 2004). Theoretically, then, students who are shy or socially anxious 
would feel more comfortable contributing here than face-to-face. Although the research 
evidence for the impact of blended learning on actual student performance is somewhat 
mixed, a recent meta-analysis by Liu and colleagues (2016) supports the general 
perspective that blended learning approaches lead to more effective educational 
outcomes than non-blended instruction. However, the authors advise caution in 
interpreting these data given that different institutions will adopt blended learning in 
quite different ways, including the relative proportion of online versus offline activities 
and the specific tasks that students perform online between courses, which may be 
sources of heterogeneity.

Predictors of Active and Passive Participation in e-Learning 
Environments
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There is the argument that delivering learning online allows less independent or less 
motivated students to hide in the background or refrain from active participation. In the 
physical classroom, educators can call upon non-participating students to encourage 
them to join in class discussions, but this may be more difficult to achieve online. In e-
learning environments there is considerable variation in terms of the amount (and 
quality) of contributions students make (Davies & Graff, 2005; Giesbers, Rienties, 
Tempelaar, & Gijselaers, 2013). One explanation that may account for such a large 
variation in students’ involvement in e-learning environments might lie in the individual 
differences of learners in their levels of motivation. Some learners are much more 
autonomous or intrinsically motivated than others, and are likely to engage in learning 
activities of all types simply because they find learning an enjoyable and challenging 
experience (Black & Deci, 2000; Giesbers et al., 2013). On the other hand, other learners 
may be more extrinsically focused and may require larger amounts of support and 
encouragement to participate, partly because they may feel that they have less control 
over the learning process (Giesbers et al., 2013).

Referring back to SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2008), three basic needs should be met in order for 
students to feel sufficiently motivated and happy to engage in the learning process. 
Students need to feel a level of control over their learning experience, connected to their 
fellow learners and teachers, and that they have the necessary skills and abilities to 
perform the learning tasks set for them. Furthermore, the extent to which these needs 
are satisfied will fluctuate according to contextual factors, for example, deadlines, quality 
of learning material, support given by teachers, and so on (Giesbers et al., 2013; Ryan & 
Deci, 2000). Research has found that levels of participation in e-learning environments 
can be predicted by the extent to which a student is extrinsically or intrinsically 
motivated (e.g., Fırat, Kılınç, & Yüzer, 2018; Vanslambrouck, Zhu, Lombaerts, Philipsen, & 
Tondeur, 2018; Waheed, Kaur, Ain, & Hussain, 2016). Lurkers may be more likely to have 
extrinsically focused motivations, and may feel less autonomous, less included, and that 
they have less control over their learning (Giesbers et al., 2013; Rienties et al., 2009). 
Although students will likely differ in their motivation levels, the implication is that 
through supporting students to become more autonomous, to feel more included, and to 
feel that they have more control over their learning, lurkers may be transformed into 
more active participants (Giesbers et al., 2013).

A further theoretical perspective which may help to explain lurking in an educational 
context is the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) (Davis, 1989). The basic premise of 
TAM is that intention to use and actual engagement with any form of technology 
(including e-learning platforms) can be predicted by two factors: perceived ease of use 
(i.e., the extent to which a student might find using e-learning systems intuitive and 
uncomplicated) and perceived usefulness (i.e., the extent to which a learner might feel 
that engaging with an e-learning system will aid them to learn and improve their 
educational performance). Evidence in the academic literature supports the notion that 
TAM is a good predictor of students’ intention to engage with e-learning platforms (e.g., 
Park, 2009) as well as their actual levels of participation (e.g., Van Raaij & Schepers, 
2008). However, when applying TAM and SDT to understanding lurking behavior, the 
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implication is that some learners lurk because extrinsic factors (e.g., lack of support) may 
be inhibiting their participation. However, as mentioned, many lurkers may specifically 
avoid making direct contributions because they are engaging in goal-directed behavior. In 
other words, they take what they need from existing contributions without feeling it 
valuable to them to add to the discourse. In this sense, some lurkers may be taking a 
more strategic approach to their education and choosing which activities they engage in 
based on their perceptions of what would most benefit their academic progression and 
performance (Mazuro & Rao, 2011). This is certainly not surprising in the current 
education climate where many students will need to balance working and family lives 
with their education.

Outcomes of Active and Passive Participation on Education Success

Generally, levels of student engagement have been shown to be a strong predictor of 
academic performance; unsurprisingly, students who put more effort into their studies 
are likely to achieve better grades (e.g., Hughes, Luo, Kwok, & Loyd, 2008; Ladd & 
Dinella, 2009). Similarly, there is some evidence to suggest that those who lurk on e-
learning platforms receive poorer grades than those who actively post, and that the 
number of posts that lurkers read is also not related to academic performance (Palmer, 
Holt, & Bray, 2008). This suggests that even those lurkers who are more actively engaged 
in their learning are not benefitting substantially from sitting in the background. 
Although there is the argument that academic ability could be a mediator to this 
relationship (i.e., better students are just more motivated to engage in all aspects of 
learning), further evidence from the same study suggests that prior academic ability also 
predicted a student’s final grade on the module, but, crucially, did not correlate with the 
number of posts made. In other words, both of these variables are significant predictors 
of academic performance independent of one another.

There is also evidence to support the perspective that lurkers are not at an educational 
disadvantage compared to active participants. Beaudoin (2002) categorized students into 
three groups depending on their level of engagement in an online course. High visibility 
students were those who logged at least 1,000 words in one of the two one-week online 
conferences; low visibility students were those who registered no log ins to one of the 
online conferences; and no visibility students were those who did not log in to either of 
the two conferences. Although the sample size was fairly modest (n=55), the preliminary 
findings showed that despite a difference in educational outcomes when comparing high-
visibility students with no visibility, there was no difference between the high- and low-
visibility students. This suggests that even when students do not actively contribute to 
discussions, some form of learning is still taking place.

In a much larger study of 513 students using the VLE platform Blackboard, Webb and 
colleagues (2004) noted that both the number of “accesses” and the number of “posts” 
made by students significantly and positively related to student grades. The worst 
performing students were those who never accessed the VLE and made no contributions 
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at all. Although this might suggest that regularly accessing material and contributing to 
asynchronous discussions leads to improved academic performance, it is also further 
evidence to support the notion that “lurking” is still some form of “working” and can have 
some educational benefits (Mazuro & Rao, 2011). Mazuro and Rao (2011) also argue that 
non-participation may be characteristic of students who simply fail to engage with their 
studies generally. In this sense, the contention is that, although students who participate 
on all levels are likely to benefit most, lurking in e-learning contexts should not be viewed 
as entirely negative. Furthermore, posting does not necessarily imply that students are 
getting the most out of their learning experience. For example, Dennen (2008) found that 
some students focus on posting messages more than reading them because they may be 
motivated to fulfil course requirements. These students tend to have fewer positive 
perceptions regarding the impact of e-learning activity on their learning. Prolific posting 
is one thing, but the quality of the posts is another matter entirely.

Recommendations for Engaging Lurkers
Even though lurkers may still obtain positive benefits from participating in online 
communities, they should still be encouraged to participate in a more active sense 
whenever possible. Indeed, evidence suggests that students who participate on all levels 
get the most out of their education; this is also true of e-learning aspects (Webb, Jones, 
Barker, & van Schaik, 2004) and that active participators in online support groups are 
more likely to adhere to their health goals (Richardson et al., 2010). At the very least, 
more contributions will always add richness to any online community due to an escalation 
in the number of ideas, viewpoints, and experiences shared (Fullwood, 2016).

A number of strategies could be considered to encourage active participation from 
students in e-learning environments. First, educators should consider the relative 
benefits of engaging students in synchronous (i.e., taking place in real time) versus 
asynchronous (i.e., taking place outside of real time) discussions and may want to 
incorporate both into their lesson plans. Although asynchronous communication has the 
advantage of permitting students time to reflect on their contributions, which has been 
argued contributes to the development of higher order thinking skills (Cooner, 2010; 
Mazuro & Rao, 2011), synchronous communication has been shown to increase 
motivation for learning because students feel less restricted by course content and can 
more easily work in a collaborative way (Hrastinski, 2008). Referring back to the ideas 
proposed by Giesbers et al. (2013), synchronous modes of communication (e.g., 
videoconferencing or instant messaging) in which educators are directly involved may 
have a positive impact on students’ motivation levels, and as feedback is provided 
instantaneously, this may affect a student’s sense of competency. Additionally, particularly 
in a videoconferencing context, communication should be more personal and may 
positively affect a student’s sense of relatedness. Finally, a student’s sense of autonomy 
may be influenced by peers and educators who provide opportune process-related 
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feedback. Moreover, it might also be more difficult for students to hide from the group in 
synchronous modes of communication given that lack of participation will be more 
immediately obvious to other contributors (Carr et al., 2004).

A further recommendation for encouraging participation from lurkers includes using 
“students as facilitators” in order to entice fellow students into contributing to online 
discussions. The idea here is that students might feel less intimidated sharing their 
thoughts with fellow students than with their lecturers. Hew and Cheung (2008) discuss a 
variety of successful student facilitation techniques, the most fruitful of which involved 
the student facilitator indicating their stance on a topic when they responded to another 
post or started a new thread. For example, beginning a reply with “I think that … ” or 
“I’m not sure I agree with this because … ” may help to put other potential contributors 
at ease in knowing that it is acceptable to share personal opinions. Mazuro and Rao 
(2011) note, however, that this strategy will not always lead to success, particularly if the 
student feels that his or her opinion is very different from the posters. This may have the 
effect of discouraging involvement. In order to counteract the potential for hostility that 
differing viewpoints can sometimes evoke, Mazuro and Rao (2011) discuss the 
importance of establishing ground rules for appropriate behavior, such as clarifying at the 
outset that differences in opinion are natural, and that contributors should be respectful 
of viewpoints that differ from their own. Finally, educators may elicit contributions from 
quieter students by asking them questions directly, or personally inviting them to post.

In terms of online support groups, non-participation can become problematic when a 
large proportion of group members do not make any contributions, and individuals do not 
receive responses to their messages. This not only affects the group dynamics and the 
level of support offered, but also prevents members from accessing a variety of views and 
opinions. Encouraging participation in online support groups, therefore, is an important 
part of ensuring success of the online community. Group moderators can play a 
significant role here by providing information about the group when new members join 
and actively encouraging them to post. Moreover, moderators can create an incentive for 
participation, e.g., posting a list of top contributors to the site (Fullwood, 2016). Ensuring 
quick responses to new members is also important in motivating engagement. Finally, 
creating separate groups for newcomers within an online community can encourage 
participation early on. As individuals may still be learning about the larger group 
dynamics, participation with other new members can foster commitment to the group and 
act as a stepping stone to interaction with more experienced group members.
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Conclusion
Lurking, or passive online participation, has previously been considered a negative online 
behavior, with individuals drawing upon the social capital in an online environment 
without providing anything in return. However, current literature exposes the nuances 
and complexity of this online behavior with both personal and situational factors 
contributing to active or passive online participation. Indeed, not only do individuals vary 
with regard to their participation across different groups, but they can also shift between 
active or passive participation depending on their current goals and motivations. Reasons 
for joining a group vary from seeking information to social interaction or support, and the 
extent to which these goals can be gratified through active or passive participation affect 
the user’s engagement. Therefore, it is argued that lurking is a strategic and goal-driven 
process (Preece et al., 2004; Nonnecke & Preece, 2003). In addition to an individual’s 
goals, their individual differences, self-efficacy, and privacy concerns have also been 
shown to impact their levels of online participation. Moreover, situational factors such as 
the group dynamics, reputation, and the user’s commitment to the group also influence 
users’ willingness to participate. Thus, myriad factors contribute to active and passive 
participation in various online spaces and combine to influence individuals’ intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivation to participate. As such, lurking may simply be another form of 
engagement in online spaces. With regard to the outcomes of active and passive use, 
studies have shown that both active and passive participation in online communities is 
associated with benefits to group members, although there is also evidence to suggest 
that active members obtain additional benefits through their interactions with others. 
This includes higher social support in the context of health or potentially higher academic 
performance in the context of e-learning. As such, enhancing participation is 
recommended, particularly in the context of online support and e-learning.
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