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Abstract

(1) The virtual communities are increasingly numerous. The understanding of virtual community structure,
functionalities and dynamics show us how to act in the sense of practice and in the benefit of organization
and own person. The practice directions are creation the communities-of-practice, the virtual collaboration,
and knowledge management. The purpose of this paper is to identify a model of a virtual community used in
Romania and the activities in the social networks sites that are important to generate knowledge and
information sharing and to develop new relationships, as well. (2) The research outcomes provided on a
model used in the virtual community show us whether knowledge sharing has a support in the reality. One of
the objectives of this paper is to verify that the intense activities in communities equates with knowledge
sharing. This paper presents a comparative analysis of social networks sites, the most commonly used in the
Romanian space: Hi5, MySpace, FaceBook and LinkedIn. The study uses several independent input variables
and follows as output two factors: sharing knowledge and developing new relationships in the virtual
community. The input variables are: information identifying the person and degree of trust in the social
network site and in the community members. The information identifying the person suggests the relationship
public — private, different self-presentation styles and the identification of behaviour in cyberspace.

Keywords: social network sites, knowledge management, virtual communities, knowledge sharing activity,
social browsing,

Introduction

(1) — The issues covered by the paper

Issues covered by the paper refer to the model and the characteristics of the social network
sites used by the Romanian users. The paper makes a comparison between social network sites
(SNS) used by certain criteria, and aims to answer questions about the importance of virtual
communities and social networks, identifying the characteristics and practices used by them.
Research is focused on:

- Identification and analysis of social network sites used in Romania (or in Romanian);

- Identify the reasons for adherence to a social network site;

- Identifying opportunities to increase online visibility, create or strengthen an online
reputation using SNS,

- Determining how to develop new relationships in the virtual environment.

- Sharing of knowledge.

(2) — The important issues.

Sites social networking (SNS) is a type of virtual community with a specific trend. Web 2.0
technologies have facilitated the development of virtual communities, even speaking community
2.0. Communities such as Flicker, Facebook, Myspace or Del.icio.us are famous today. These
communities have rules and a culture of its own. They involve the participation of the members
and a specific behavior to change or share information and knowledge between them. Using social
networks sites for academic and research is a new way of communication. It is based on different
technological conditions, different interests, diverse cultures and, own practices. Diversity
provided by the technological support allows the use of information and various communication
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tools such as: blogging, video and photo sharing. These opportunities have attracted millions of
users around the world.

Increased recognition by defining personal online profile and reputation is an end in itself
for some members of the community participating in the virtual social networking sites.
Reputation is measured by the community and is consistent with the sharing of knowledge and
value-add information. Getting a sense of efficacy is another reason that urges users to participate
in an online community. They can participate by adding information or use this information for
future research. All these are related to several factors taken into consideration by different authors
in the analysis of SNS, such as: "trust” in the SNS, "trust” in the community, privacy, motivation
and barriers to participating in a virtual community, sharing information within the community,
the density of activities in the community.

(3) — How to respond to these issues?

When people participate in such a site, they build a profile and make connections to other
network members. Profile is a list of identification information. It may include real or imagined
data, as they are provided by the author. Members connect with each other by sending messages
with multimedia content. The connection is established only after the other party accepts the
invitation. The connection provides access to the "friend" profile and then build the own social
network. The main reasons of using the SNS are those: to communicate, to send invitations to
events, pictures, to launch various social campaigns or to make you known. Finding answers to
problems studied are based on observation of virtual communities from social networks sites Hi5,
FaceBook, MySpace and, LinkedIn, most used in Romania, collect data through a questionnaire
and analysis of data correlations. The model used for data collection and their analysis, consider
the variables:

- Privacy,

- trust in the members,

- trust in the SNS,

- Density of activities in the SNS,

- Motivation to participate in the SNS,

and obtaining the outputs:

- Knowledge sharing and

- Developing new relationships.

The model used in the paper shows how to link these variables with the results in the SNS,
and how to measure these results.

(4) — The relation between the paper and the already existent specialized literature

Issues of trust and privacy in the SNS are addressed by many papers published in
specialized journals. And many interesting studies related to the SNS due to Boyd. Until now,
researches conducted on sites of social networking and sharing of knowledge pursue the matters of
network relations performance, the models of communication within SNS and the problems of
privacy and user profile.

All these aspects are related to researches on certain social networks sites which are
representative on a virtual space, and on some users who live in a real space (country, continent,
geographical area). The paper pursues Romanian cyberspace and users from Romania, using
specific criteria.

Literature Review

Increasing the number of sites of social networks shows some changes on virtual
communities. Thus, while virtual communities are grouped together by certain interests (themes,
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topics), sites of social networks are primarily organized around people and not interests. Online
communities are organized more as discussion forums, well-structured after a certain theme or in
accordance with a hierarchy of topics. Social networks are built from nodes (individuals or
organizations) that are linked with each other in different interdependencies, such as friendship,
etc. In the sites of social network, structured as a network of people, the individual is the center of
the community. Figure 1 shows this relationship. The characteristics of sites social networks have

introduced a new organizational framework for online communities and a new context for
researches.

Community ------------------- > interests (themes, topics)

Social networks sites (SNS) > (persons, individuals)

Virtual
communit

Fig. 1 Virtual communities and sites of social networks

The definition reference used for studying social network sites is given by Boyd (2007).
This defines the social networking sites (SNS) as Web services that have the following
characteristics:

(@) - allow users (individuals) to build a profile within a system,

(b) - establish a list containing other users with whom to communicate,

(c) - view and scroll through lists of connections in the system. Nature and name of the
connections may vary from system to system.

Until now, researches conducted on sites of social networks pursue some aspects, such as:

- performance of relations within the network;

- networks and structures of networks;

- online and offline connections in the social network;

- Problems related to private data and to data of user profile;
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- social searching vs. social browsing;

- creation and management of tags (social tagging) to record and classify a particular
content. Tags are metadata, descriptive words (keywords) assigned to a particular content (photo,
web page, article, book, email, post, theme, bookmark, etc.).

Other studies are designed to study motivations and barriers that determine participation in
a virtual community. Obstacles or barriers to knowledge sharing in the SNS are determined by
ownership of knowledge and that people get credit for the production of knowledge, not because
they change with others. Thus, a study of Alexander Ardichvili, Vaughn Page and Tim Wentling
(2003) shows those participants in a community will be better motivated and will share
knowledge, if they see this knowledge as a public good that belongs to the entire organization.
However users (whether employees of an organization) have hesitation in this regard (to share
knowledge) for fear of criticism or fear of misleading the community members because they are
not sure that the information is important or relevant. To lift these barriers, the authors suggest that
it takes a certain "trust" between community members. On the other hand, the most important
reasons why users participate in these networks, given from different studies are:

- Inviting people to special events,

- Posting of advertisements,

- The performance of daily activities or work, such as communities of specialists, for
example sciencestage.com,

- Campaigns for social causes, environmental, or philanthropic,

- For fund raising events,

- Participation in professional communities (online community college).

Issues of "trust" and "privacy" in the SNS are addressed by several papers published in
specialized journals. Thus, "trust" is defined by Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman (1995) as a desire
of a part to be accessible to the other. To communicate face-to-face and online as well, and to have
a successful interaction, the "trust" factor is determinant to share information and to develop new
relationships, most authors argue. This problem belongs to e-commerce networks and online
marketing. Of time, the SNS has faced numerous problems of "trust" published in the press or
even checked for its members. It is possible to trust hundreds, thousands or millions of people in
an online network? A research made by Dwyer et.al. (2007) for two well-known SNS, Facebook
and MySpace, compare features private / public and modes of interaction in order to share
information and develop new relationships with members of an online community. Results of this
research suggest that in the online interaction, the “trust"” factor is not absolutely necessary to build
a new virtual relationship. The same comparison shows that in the SNS, "trust" and a willingness
to share information are not automatically transformed in new social interactions.

The problem of "privacy” in the SNS is not clearly defined. Thus, SNS record all
interactions and keep them for their use in the social data mining. Thus, these sites should have
explicit policies on data protection. Studies made on the Facebook show that its members give lots
of information about their very real life and are not concerned with "privacy" (Acquisti and Gross,
2006). Other studies show that (Awad and Krishnan, 2006) users are more concerned about the
privacy of their personal information and less of the protection of information.

Numerous studies related to SNS due to Danah Boyd (2004, 2006, 2007, 2008). Thus, in
his research, Boyd has used an ethnographic method to demonstrate how SNS members create a
profile with the intention to communicate. A SNS focused on the students, Facebook, has a large
expansion to the organizations, in the present. Facebook has enjoyed numerous studies until now
present (Acquisti and Gross, 2006, Lampe, Ellison, and Steinfield, 2007). These studies have
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collected data about profiles of members through a web crawler or directly from network
members.

Theoretical Background

o Selecting SNS for comparative study

Comparative study was based initially on identifying the significant SNS for Romanian
cyberspace.

According to data provided by the traffic site Alexa.com, in March 2009, at the "Social
Networking"” category, using "popularity” criterion, the ranking for Romania is as follows:
FaceBook, MySpace, Hi5, Tagged.

Table 1: Most used SNS in Romania

SNS URL Alex_a.com, Number of users
traffic rank

1. Facebook www.facebook.com 5 - with a number of users in
Romania less than 0.5%

2. Myspace WWW.myspace.com 8 - with a number of users in
Romania less than 0.5%

3. Hi5 www.hi5.com 17 -number of users in Romania -
5,2%
- number of users in USA - 5,3%

4. Flickr flickr.com 33 - with a number of users in
Romania less than 0.6%

5. Skyrock www.skyrock.com 44

6. Friendster www.friendster.com 47

7. Tagged www.tagged.com 72 - number of users in Romania -
0,9%
-number of users in Germany -
0,8%
-number of users in Italy - 0,7%

8. LiveJournal | www.livejournal.com 87

9. Orkut www.orkut.com 98

10. Fotolog www0.fotolog.com

11. Bebo.com | www.bebo.com 124

12. LinkedIn www.linkedin.com 146

13. Multiply multiply.com

14. Ning WWW.ning.com 181

Each SNS have certain geographical areas where they are used mainly. Compared with
other countries, according with the data from Alexa.com, we can notice that SNS are not very
much used in Romania. Most used SNS in Romania include: Facebook, MySpace, Hi5, Tagged
and LinkedIn. The same preferences of the users have resulted from analysis of the questionnaire.

A Romanian traffic site, trafic.ro, put in the better position the Hi5.ro site with 110.000
members.
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Sites of social networking explored in this paper are: Facebook, MySpace, Hi5, LinkedIn
and Tagged. User profiles on SNS sites in Romania shows a population between 20 and 40 years.
The sites chosen for Romania have similarities and differences, and are addressed to the same type
of audience, and as concerns age.

e The model used

The theoretical model chosen allowed the collection of data and their analysis. This model
takes as input variables, the following factors:

- privacy,

- trust in the community members

- trust in the SNS,

- type of SNS,

- density of the SNS activities,

- motivations to communicate in the SNS,

- barriers to communication in the SNS,

seeking to obtain as outputs the following results:

- knowledge sharing,

- developing new relationships within the community and the site of social networks,

- defining how the variables affect the sharing of knowledge and the developing of new
relationships. Measurement of variables consistent with sharing knowledge and developing new
relationships.

This model was supported and the application of a questionnaire for users of social
networks sites in Romania. The questionnaire included questions that have led to conclusions
about the variables and the outputs of the model.

The questionnaire applied users includes questions related to variables:

- Which type of SNS is used?,

- (motivation, type and density of activity) motivations to work with a SNS,

- (motivation, privacy, users) affiliation with an institution of higher education,

- (trust in the members of SNS) motivating the trust in the community members to which
it belongs,

- (trust in the members of SNS) type of information released in profile: pictures, real
name, home address, email address, mobile number, marital status,

- (trust in the members of SNS) the type of connexion with people from SNS (strangers,
persons known from face to face communication, email, or phone)

- (trust, privacy) declaration the information in SNS is real or fictitious,

- (density of activities) frequency of use of SNS in each day, week, month,

- (type and density of activities) topics treated in SNS,

- (type and density of activities) to resolve issues and to communicate with colleagues,
students use SNS more/less then groups or discussion forums,

- (trust in SNS) users prefer: face to face communication, email, phone, or SNS?,

- (trust in SNS) the users' connexion on SNS (which SNS) is initiated in reality?,

- (obstacles to communicate in a SNS) reasons for limited or no use of SNS.

CHARACTERISTICS OF USING SNS

Outputs of the model used

The questionnaire subjects were students, users of the SNS. Analyzing data and the
correlations between them in this paper have the following result:
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- Tagged and MySpace are two SNS, not much used by students. The most popular are Hi5
(percent majority), Facebook and LinkedIn.

- Absolutely all persons stated that “above all read messages in SNS than writing
messages”. This variable indicates that the density of activities in the SNS is low. The participation
is shy, being stopped often, only with creating the profile. Creating the list of connections and
effective communication is off.

- In SNS used, 66% of users say they have create real profile, at least with their real name.

- Network access is done in most situations, especially weekly. The frequency of use does
not show a density of activities in SNS.

- Over 50% of answerers, whatever the network used, say that they do not prefer the SNS
instead of email or communication through group discussions with friends. This variable shows
little trust in using the SNS.

- The answerers also say that participating in the SNS both for sharing information and
developing new relationships. For all SNS used the situation is the same.

- As a barrier to communication in the SNS, the predominant motivation which is brought
is lack of trust in the community members. Conclusion drawn from the fact that most users
establish connections especially with people they know initially outside the SNS, from reality.

In terms of outputs followed by the model, this research shows that members of the Hi5
network share more information, and Facebook and LinkedIn networks are better for developing
new relationships between community members. The outputs suggest that "trust” is required to
develop new relationships in the online environment. In all SNS used by the students, are managed
relationships initiated face-to-face.

Analysis of correlations put highlights the link between inputs and outputs.
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Although they have an account SNS, most answerers said that they have not trust in this
mode of one-to-many communication, explaining that this conversation seems to be not addressed
them directly, and that do not obliges them to respond as mail or in discussions groups. Others
have made more SNS accounts, between 2 and 6, but their frequency of use shows that users are
only at the stage of creating the profile and creating a connections database, the work itself, the
message sharing practically don't exist.

The most important reasons for choosing and connecting to a SNS, checked in the
questionnaire are: communicating with friends, finding a job, sharing impressions and hobbies.
Although, many statements say that participation in a SNS is due to "knowledge sharing", there is
a small stream of information to justify this. At this time, students use social networks as an own
experiment, but they seek a connection, a strong reason to work with them. These facts indicate
that is a low trust in SNS, but also in community members, most members reading messages
passively without reply or start a topic of discussion. There is a small percent of students who said
that they did not have any account in a SNS, they do not know what is it and they were not
interested in taking up this issue as a means of communication, until now. Others said they were
an account on a SNS, but some incidents have led them to close the account: data profile changed,
topics lightly treated, slow loading files, lack of feedback from "friends" who remain just a list of
connections. The conclusion of this approach shows that SNS websites are now a hobby for the
students, in which talk about other hobbies. Others give as examples of other SNS used other
categories of sites with collaborative and participatory activity, as Twitter and LastFM. The fact
that a majority percent of answerer say that they more read than write messages in SNS, show us
that this method of communication is very “passive”, "superficial”, "devoid of interactivity", and
that the facilities offered by these sites are not operated enough. These issues show us that the
knowledge sharing and developing new relationships through SNS are not seen as advantages by
the users - students interviewed.
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Conclusions

(1) — General results.

The findings show that only some of SNS can do sharing of knowledge and information
based on trust and can develop specific topics of interest. The SNS may have success if they are
used in academia. In students' community, Hi5 is a structure open to the public, without rules of
behaviour and with a wealth of tools that members use them to leave clues. LinkedIn has small
work spaces and interactions are less intense. SNS with greater trust of the public are: Hi5,
FaceBook and LinkedIn. All sites have reported similar levels regarding privacy, and all members
said that "trust" is very important for online communication.

(2) - The implications of the results.

Topics of SNS are not always relevant, are more exchanges of mail messages without
adding value to the initial information. Issues of "trust" and "privacy" are not completely
understood, and motivations for communication in a SNS are not very relevant. Professionalizing
the using of SNS is still at the beginning. Reduced activity on the SNS in the Romania is caused
by a lack of motivations and this is an important factor that does not allow to share knowledge and
to develop new relationships.

(3) - Suggestions for future research.

These studies encourage further research about the motivations of participation in an SNS,
the choice of SNS, and of using it in a professional environment where initial information receives
an added value.

A challenge in research could be creating and sharing of knowledge in a professional
virtual community, such as teachers or researchers or business people. It is interesting to follow the
flow of knowledge between community members from different organizations and how to change
the knowledge in a professional virtual community. A future direction is to identify what particular
kinds of knowledge are changing in the virtual professional communities.

Another direction of interest is linked to the motivations and barriers that determine
participation in a virtual community. Linked to this problem is discussed how to promote
knowledge sharing and how to remove obstacles to knowledge sharing in a SNS. An intuitive
answer is that, through discovery and innovation, but these things must be proved.

Relationship between social networking - social browsing - social bookmarking observed in
the SNS can be researched in detail to share knowledge on various communities.
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