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Trusting Strangers? The Process of Information  Exchange in  

Online Communities of Entrepreneurs  
 
 

ABSTRACT:  Online communities of entrepreneurs (OCEs) offer important  
information  sources over the digital  platforms for  entrepreneurs. Prior  studies have 
not fully  explained the process of how online information  exchange occurs beyond 
the general patterns of reciprocity. Drawing from interpersonal communication and 
social network theories, we propose and empirically  test a model of online 
information  exchange using an integrative approach of both relational and 
structural  perspectives. First, the interactions in OCEs generate both competence- 
and benevolence-based trusts from the communications of useful information  and 
emotional support. Second, the two dimensions of trusts and network positions 
positively link  to information  transfer measured by breadth of topics. Empirical  
support is obtained by analyzing the survey and text data with  31,588 instant 
WeChat messages in China. These findings provide a preliminary  step towards 
understanding the process of how entrepreneurs acquire information  through an 
online community. 

 
Key words: Entrepreneurship; Online community; Trust; Social exchange, Social 
networks  

 
 
 
1. Introduction                 
     
   Finding access to new information and scarce resources has always been a challenge for 
entrepreneurs (Dubini and Aldrich, 1991; Stuart and Sorenson, 2007). Responding to this 
challenge, online communities of entrepreneurs (OCEs) have emerged in various digital 
platforms like Facebook, LinkedIn and WeChat (a mobile social network in China) to broaden 
their social networks. Entrepreneurs in online communities exchange information and social 
support voluntarily since they share a common interest as well as conviction (Sproull, 2004). 
Prior studies have found that the motivations for participation in online communities include 
information access (Ogan, 1993; Hippel, 2001), advice seeking (Preece, 2000), bonding (Lakhani 
and von Hippel, 2003), reputation building and altruism (Wasko and Faraj, 2005). However, few 
have explained the process of how information exchange and trust occur among community 
members besides the general pattern of reciprocity (Faraj and Johnson, 2011; Baker and Bulkley, 
2014). Therefore, we aim to fill  the gap by proposing and testing a model of information 
exchange using an integrative approach of both relational and structural perspectives.  

 We draw on the lens of interpersonal communication and social network to investigate the 
exchange relationships at an individual level in OCEs. Communication is a critical factor in the 
process of forming trust (Anderson and Narus, 1990; Ruppel and Harrington, 2000). Extant 
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research has conceptualized trust as a two-dimensional construct in the information transfer 
context: competence- and benevolence-based trust (Levin and Cross, 2004; Mayer, Davis and 
Schoorman, 1995). The former refers to Òthe group of skills, competences and characteristics that 
allow a party to have influence within some domain (Mayer and Davis, 1999; p. 124)Ó. The latter 
refers to Òthe extent to which a trustee is believed to want to do good to the trustor, aside from an 
egocentric profit motive (Mayer and Davis, 1999, p. 124).Ó Specifically, OCE membersÕ 
communication of useful information leads to the growth of competence-based trust, and the 
provision of emotional support leads to the increase of benevolence-based trust. In addition, the 
feature of digital media facilitates OCE members to overcome the same-place same-time 
limitation inherent in face-to-face settings (Faraj and Johnson, 2011). Online communication not 
only enables people to articulate their perspectives and maintain contact over time, but also 
provides information embedded in the everyday life events in the community (Hampton, 2015). 
Therefore, the aggregations of competence- and benevolence-based trusts can be supported by 
prolonged use of digital communication platforms. 

From a structural perspective, a memberÕs position within the social network predicts the 
extent of information access and control available to the member. Network newcomers prefer to 
link to more visible others so as to obtain more resources, thereby forming a power law 
distribution (Barab‡si and Albert, 1999; p. 512; Johnson, Faraj and Kudaravalli, 2014). In the 
context of OCEs, entrepreneurs earn their central location by proactively sharing more useful 
information or providing emotional support to others. Unlike online community of technological 
expertise where knowledge is more specialized (e.g., programming), OCEs have more dispersed 
topics about entrepreneurship across various functions and industries. Therefore, we expect 
members central to the social network to share a wider range of information topics. The breadth 
of topics is an important indicator for information exchange and social relationship. Marsden and 
Campbell (1984) consider Òbreadth of topicsÓ relate to the ÒdepthÓ of relationship. Wide range of 
topics also has tremendous value in obtaining non-redundant information (Granovetter, 1973), 
improving knowledge collaboration (Faraj et al, 2011), and benefiting innovation (Singh and 
Agrawal, 2011).  

In light of the above, we propose that the two dimensions of trusts (competence- and 
benevolence-based) and network centrality of the OCE members are positively affecting 
information exchange that is measured by the breadth of topics. The trusts are generated from the 
individual interactions of information and emotional support. We test the above model using 
survey data and text records (three-month period) from an online community of entrepreneurs on 
WeChat. We obtained strong support for the model except the link of competence-based trust 
with breadth of topics being negative. A possible explanation is that members with high 
competence tend to focus their exchange on certain topics, enhancing their  role of reciprocating 
others who share the same interest.  

Our study makes several contributions. First, it contributes to online community literature by 
explicitly disclosing the mechanism of how trusts evolve from individual interactions. Second, 
our results indicate that online communities cannot be seen as a "weaker" version of a physical 
social network, but rather they have certain strengths that complement physical network 
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building. Last, our study also contributes to entrepreneurship literature. While most 
entrepreneurship studies recognize that social media can benefit marketing or effectual 
entrepreneurial thinking (Fischer and Reuber, 2011), our study illustrates that OCEs can provide 
useful information and emotional support to address membersÕ need for entrepreneurial 
resources.  

This paper is organized as follows. Section 2 presents a literature review on online 
communities, trust, network position, and information transfer. Section 3 introduces the 
framework and hypotheses. Section 4 describes the research methods and data collection. The 
results are presented in Section 5, followed by the discussions and a conclusion in section 6.  
 
 
2. Li terature Review 
2.1 Online Community  
 
  Sproull (2004, p.133) defines an online community as "a large, voluntary collectivity whose 
primary goal is member or social welfare, whose members share a common interest, experience, 
or conviction, and who interact with one another primarily over the Net." Many large-scale 
online communities emerge to serve the various growth needs of firms in the past two decades. 
For example, online communities support distributed R&D efforts (Orlikowski et al., 1995), 
enable open source software development (Hippel and Krogh, 2003), support firm-hosted user 
interactions (Jeppesen and Frederiksen, 2006) and knowledge creation (Majchrzak, Wagner, and 
Yates, 2013). The motivations to participate in online communities can be summarized as 
follow: informational, social, visibility, and altruistic (Butler et al., 2007). People often 
participate as a way to gain access to otherwise obscure or inaccessible information that they are 
interested in (Ogan, 1993; Hippel, 2001). In addition, members also benefit from gaining 
emotional support in social relationships (Baym, 1999; Cummings, Sproull and Kiesler, 2001). 
Like in physical social networks, people express their emotions and exchange social support 
reciprocally. Besides, online communities also provide opportunities for people to be visible 
beyond the boundaries of their local work or geographical community (Lerner and Tirole, 2000), 
which is a form of social recognition to one's full  merits, including knowledge, resources, or any 
other personal skills.  

OCE is a kind of online community with majority entrepreneurs, nascent or experienced, 
who offer each other helpful information and knowledge for starting or growing a new business 
venture. Such communities have emerged and grown rapidly on various online social network 
platforms, including Facebook, LinkedIn, WeChat, etc. Some scholars also refer to such interest 
group communities as Òcommunity of practiceÓ (Wenger et al., 2002; Fang and Chiu, 2010) and 
identify three key components: knowledge, people and social network (Chiu, Chiu and Chang, 
2007). Since entrepreneurs represent a small, distinct group of people from a larger population in 
the society, they hardly can find a large number of individuals, including mentors, who share the 
same interests and issues relevant to founding new ventures within their local environments. 
Entrepreneurs also find themselves lonely when they are faced with high failure risk, work 
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pressure, negative feedback, and emotional anxiety (Baron, 2008). Therefore, OCEs present an 
occasion whereby a group of entrepreneurs can communicate on an ongoing basis. In addition, 
they can benefit from the empathy or encouragement expressed through social exchange (Baym, 
1999; Cummings, Sproull and Kiesler, 2001). 
    
2.1 Trust  
 
  Various definitions of trust exist in literatures of psychology, sociology and organization 
studies (Deutsch, 1958; Luhmann, 1988; Morgan and Hunt, 1994). We adopt the one from 
Mayer et al. (1995) as it is widely applied in organization studies. They define trust as "the 
willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of other party based on the expectation that 
the other will  perform a particular action important to the trustor." Scholars have long recognized 
the importance of trust in facilitating information transfer (Dirks and Ferrin, 2001). First, it 
reduces the transaction cost of acquiring information that is otherwise costly to access (Currall 
and Judge 1995, Zaheer, McEvily and Perrone, 1998); second, it increases the willingness of 
information providers to transfer the relevant information (Andrews and Delahay 2000, 
Bhattacherjee, 2002, Tsai and Ghoshal, 1998). Mayer et al. (1995) and McAllister (1995) further 
categorize the single idea of trustworthiness to a multidimensional concept as competence- and 
benevolence-based trusts.1 Levin and Cross (2004) demonstrate that both competence- and 
benevolence-based trusts mediate between prior ties and the receipt of useful knowledge within 
one organization.   

Unlike the organizational settings, active information providers and information seekers in 
online communities need to initiate their exchange and visibility in order to support the 
communal objectives and mutual interests. In online settings, trust is on the one hand a key 
enabler in of fostering relations exchanges between spatially dispersed people, particularly those 
strangers who lack of prior ties (Gefen, Karahanna, and Straub, 2003; McKnight and Chervany, 
2002). , and is critical to bridge commercial information (pertaining to online transactions) and 
noncommercial information (more general knowledge) (Collier & Bienstock, 2006; Ridings, 
Gefen, & Arinze, 2002). On the other hand, interpersonal communication is essential to building 
trust (Thomas, Zolin, and Hartman, 2009). Online communication has been portrayed as lacking 
immediate feedback, situational cues (e.g., gender, physical attributes, organizational rank) and 
interactional cues (e.g., facial expression, voice intonation) necessary for multiplexed 
communication (Sproull and Kiesler, 1991). Therefore, some studies argue that online 
communities in non-organizational environments tend not to engender trust (Ridings, Gefen, and 
Arinze, 2002). With the widespread use of instant messaging in online communities, however, 
social interaction has become much more frequent, immediate and timely (Nardi et al., 2000). 
Furthermore, the development of emoji enables users to express their reaction and emotions 
distinctly even without a text (Walther and DÕAddario, 2001). To the best of our knowledge, the 

                                                
1 McAllister (1995) has labeled them as cognition- and affect-based trust but the corresponding concepts are defined 
similarly. 
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extent of trust arising from online communities supported by instant messaging has not been 
systematically examined. 

 
2.3 Network structure 
  

The structural properties of social networks have been shown to exert a significant influence 
on the exchange of information. For example, individuals who are more centrally located in a 
network are likely to receive more information than those in the peripheral locations. A densely 
connected social network is information richer than a sparsely connected network. Scholars have 
argued that well-connected social networks generally create and promote social capital among 
the members, lowering the transaction costs of information and resource exchange (Coleman, 
1990; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). In contrast, social networks with more structural holes 
offer timely access and control of information between disconnected clusters. Thus, individuals 
who occupy the structural holes are likely to solve more challenging problems and perform their 
jobs better because diverse information and new ideas tend to arise from different groups of 
people rather than the same group (Burt, 1992). 

 
The network structures of OCEs can be highly cohesive and in absence of brokerage 

advantage because text messages can be accessible to every member in an online community. 
However, most conversations tend to take place within a small cluster of active members and 
those who do not participate in the ongoing conversations may skip messages as a result of 
lacking involvement, time lag or infrequent login. Hence, online members can still be 
differentiated by their relative positions in the community in terms of directional conversation. 
Scholars have examined the effect of preferential attachment that members in lower network 
positions will  prefer to link to more visible others, as the visible group is perceived to be more 
resourceful or successful (Barab‡si and Albert, 1999; p. 512; Johnson et al., 2014). In OCEs, 
those who earn higher reputation in providing information or emotional support may therefore 
have a better chance to be engaged in future information exchange.  
 
 
3. Hypotheses Development 

 
Communication is an antecedent of trust (Anderson and Narus, 1990; Ruppel and 

Harrington, 2000). Specifically, effective communication of useful information or knowledge 
can increase the professional credentials of information providers, and accumulate competence-
based trust consequently (McAlister, 1995). In OCEs, two modes of communication promote the 
exchange of information: direct interaction and silent learning. Direct interaction is the 
conversation between two or more members acknowledging the exchange explicitly. Some 
members raise a question or initiate a topic to discuss while others may or may not respond. 
When certain members recognize a conversation being useful, the information provider will  be 
accredited with competence-based trust by the corresponding receivers. In addition to direct 
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interaction, silent learning is the other mode inherent in online communities: certain other 
members who are not involved in a conversation directly may also read the content and find it 
useful, since all the messages are visible to everyone in the online communities. A receiver may 
not express his/her appreciation or recognition for a variety of reasons, such individual-specific 
uncertainty, not in the mood or time lag. If  a member constantly contributes information to 
others in online communities, his/her competence-based trust will  increase over time, at least in 
the minds of both direct and silent participants. Figure 1 demonstrates the single and 
accumulated effects of direct conversation and silent learning.2 These modes of information 
delivery cannot however be applied to the exchange of emotional support, since emotional 
expressions are normally target specific and cannot be easily internalized by non affected 
individuals (Cummings, Sproull and Kiesler, 2001). Benevolence-based trust can only be created 
by showing explicit care or concern to others. Therefore, we hypothesize that the dyadic 
exchange of emotional support and useful information positively correlates with benevolence-
based trust and competence-based trust, respectively. 

 
                               -------------------Insert Figure 1 here------------------- 
 
Hypothesis 1a In an online community of entrepreneurs, the greater the level of emotional 
exchange in a dyad, the higher the benevolence-based trust the sender will  receive. 
 
Hypothesis 1b In an online community of entrepreneurs, the more useful information is 
exchanged in the dyad, the higher the competence-based trust the sender will  receive. 
 

Trust enables cooperation in the face of uncertainty (Boyd, 2003), and lowers the risk of 
interaction (Luhmann, 1988). Levin and Cross (2004) demonstrate that higher benevolence- and 
competence-based trusts lead to more useful information. Although their study is focused on the 
physical network of mid-level professionals of a corporate firm, its findings support the general 
prediction that trust can increase the willingness to share (Bhattacherjee, 2002). To the extent 
that trust exists in online communities, the role of trust in information transfer should hold. We 
therefore hypothesize that both benevolence- and competence-based trusts will  lead to more 
information exchange in online communities. Levin and Cross (2004) measured the outcome of 
exchange by the receipt of useful information and they didnÕt consider the social value of 
emotional support. We suggest measuring the breadth of topics instead of the receipt of useful 
information. According to Marsden and Campell (1984), breadth of topics relates to ÔdepthÕ of 
relationship, meaning people with close relationship tend to engage in more varieties of topics.  
 

                                                
2 In direct interaction, we identify the dyadic ties that occur between an information sender and every corresponding 
receiver we can trace to the same conversation. However, we cannot identify those who learn silently from the 
information sender based on text messages. To overcome the measurement issue, we asked the members in a survey 
to nominate the individuals from whom they benefit most in information exchange and emotional support. Thus, 
silent learning is defined as the dyadic ties between a member and a nominated sender without any direct interaction. 
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Hypothesis 2a In an online community of entrepreneurs, the higher the benevolence-based trust, 
the greater is the breadth of topics exchanged in the dyad. 
 
Hypothesis 2b In an online community of entrepreneurs, the higher the competence-based trust, 
the greater is the breadth of topics exchanged in the dyad. 
 
  Members of OCEs like to seek information and emotional support from their peers who may 
have the same experience. To be efficient, these members will  not randomly spend time and 
efforts in online communication. The evaluation of an expected return or reciprocity will  be 
based on the experience and observation of other membersÕ willingness and commitment to help 
over time (Bhattacherjee, 2002; Wieselquist et al., 1999). Such observation can be well captured 
by the network centrality feature in OCEs. Since every member has access to all the online 
information, a greater number of conversations involved by an individual can indicate a higher 
willingness of that individual to help. On the contrary, people who are less involved in the 
community may have low level of willingness and commitment or less information. Therefore, 
members who need help tend to seek out those who most visible in the online community and 
expect their conversation to be more beneficial.  The positional privilege will  bring a positive 
impact to the exchange, in terms of both breadth of useful information and emotional support. 
Thus, we propose our last hypothesis as follows: 
 
Hypothesis 3 In an online community of entrepreneurs, the more central the position the 
member occupies in the network, the greater is the breadth of topics he/she will engage in 
conversation with other members.   
 
 
4. Methods 
4.1 Sample and Data Collection 
 

The sample of this study is an online community of entrepreneurs hosted in WeChat, the 
largest mobile social network platform in China. The community is called ÒAn Alliance of 
Chieftain of Small & Beautiful StuffÓ. It has been around since 2012 and has 161 members, 
including the group administrator. Since the community is a closed group, through a lengthy 
request process, we finally obtained permission from the founder/administrator and were granted 
a membership to communicate in the group. Our preliminary interviews indicated that most 
members are founders/owners of start-up firms in a variety of industries. We picked this 
community because the members were receptive to our request and have granted full access to 
their online messages, whereas other communities did not want to participate for reason of 
information privacy. We understood that the members of this community are not affiliated with a 
particular institution or organization, nor they overlap in social circles, which might have a 
significant influence on the online communication patterns. We recognize that the sample 
selection process is less than perfect, but as far as online interaction is concerned, the vast 
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number of messages randomly exchanged by a cross section of members over three months does 
not suggest that the online behaviors of the participants would differ from those of open 
communities such as Quora and Facebook Group that focus on online discussion.  

We collected our data in two ways. We distributed an online questionnaire survey to all the 
members in the community, and we recorded the text messages of all the dialogues from Oct 18, 
2014 to Jan 17, 2015, accumulating 31,588 messages. The survey was pre-tested with a small 
number of members in the community before being distributed to all the participants. After 
survey pre-test, an invitation to the online survey was posted to the entire chat group and 
followed up by sending a text message to notify every member separately. The members who 
agreed to participate were asked to provide an email address and we then sent them the survey 
link by email. The reason for doing this extra process is to ensure that we can respond to 
individual inquiries with regard to the survey via email rather than texting. We were also careful 
not to send mass messages that do not contribute to the purpose of the community. By using 
emails, we were able to send reminders to only those who had not responded within a week 
(Simsek and Veiga, 2001). Of 161 members, 86 finished the questionnaires with a response rate 
at 53%.  

Each respondent was asked to nominate two members who have been most helpful in 
providing professional advice, and another two in providing emotional support. In total, each 
respondent reported four relationships, thereby providing a total sample of 324 dyadic 
relationships. Among the respondents, more than half of them (68%) are serial entrepreneurs 
who founded at least one firm before the current venture. Their ventures are 2.5 years old on 
average, operate over nine major industry sectors with 39% in the service industry. In addition, 
more than half (60%) of the respondents have obtained university degrees and nearly one fourth 
(24%) have post-graduate degrees.  

One of the authors and two research assistants completed the coding of 31,588 messages 
using NVivo. Following the coding method of discourse analysis (Fairclough, 1992), we view 
the records of the community as a continuous flow composed by many segments of conversation. 
Each conversation segment involves several members who directly participate, and for each 
segment, we also identify the sender and one or more receivers of the information. The segments 
are labeled in three categories: useful information, emotional support and casual chat. Useful 
information includes knowledge about various functions (e.g., marketing, sales, human resource 
etc.) and contacts (e.g., supplier, expert, etc.). Emotional support refers to encouragement, praise 
and appreciation for a particular product or business activity (e.g. a public relation event). To 
avoid the bias of subjective judgment, we take a conservative approach to recording only 
conversions that receive positive and definite feedback as useful information or emotional 
support. For example, if  someone provided an answer to the inquirer but the inquirer simply 
replied with courtesy but did not overtly mention it being useful, this message will  not be 
included as an incidence of useful information. The first author coded the first 10% of the 
messages (3,100 messages), wrote a codebook and trained two research assistants who took turn 
to code the rest of the messages. We then used NVivo to match and compare the two set of 
coding results and found the consistency between the two coders to be 86%. The first author 
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manually checked and recoded the discrepancies to reach a final script for analysis.  
 
 
4.2 Variables  
 
 Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and correlations between the variables, and Table 2 
provides the description of the measurement for each variable. The specific items of competence-
and benevolence-based trust are given in Table 3. 
 
Dependent Variable 
    Breadth of topics. Breadth of topics reflects how much information has been exchanged 
between respondent and the nominee. We included six topics suggested by Marsden and 
Campbell (1984): family, friends, politics, local events, work, and leisure. The responses are 
counted to engender an overall  score. 
 
Independent Variable 
       Competence-based trust. We measure competence-based trust using four items developed by 
McAllister (1995), which shares high similarity with Levin and Cross (2004). Some original 
wordings were reflecting working relationships between colleagues and we revised it to suit the 
context of the online community. For example, the original wording is: ÒMost people, even those 
who aren't close friends of this individual, trust and respect him/her as a coworker.Ó The adjusted 
version is: ÒMost people, even those who aren't close friends of this individual, trust and respect 
his/her expertise in his/her field.Ó Likert scales from 1 (Strongly agree) to 7 (Strongly disagree) 
are used. The measure produced a CronbachÕs coefficient alpha of .86 in the current study (see 
Table 3). 

Benevolence-based trust. We adopted four items from McAllister (1995) with 7-point Likert 
scales. This measure focuses on the expectation of the positive responsiveness, as well as the 
willingness of exposing vulnerability by self. The wordings are also slightly adjusted to align 
with the non-hierarchical relationships in online community. We obtain the value of CronbachÕs 
coefficient alpha as .93 (see Table 3). 

Dyadic communication of useful information and Dyadic communication of emotional 
support are counts of the segments of useful information and emotional support. There are 
majorly two ways in information delivery: one is to answer someoneÕs question and another is to 
take initiative to share knowledge or experience. Each sender and receiver of the two kinds of 
transfer is identified so that we can examine how the dyadic communication affects the 
establishment of trust. 
      Centrality reflects the network position of the respondent. Among the various measurements 
of centrality, we adopt normalized out-degree centrality since the position of members in OCE is 
more influential from the perspective of sending out information rather than receiving 
information. Out-degree centrality sums the number of times that the respondent makes a 
dialogue. The higher the score, the more output that the focal person provides to the community. 
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Other variables 
 To rule out alternative explanations other than the dimensions of trusts and network 
centrality, we controlled for variables related to experience with the online community, including 
(1) the duration that member has been in the community; (2) the frequency of visiting the 
community (3) whether having known the nominee before joining the community. In addition, 
we controlled for age and gender as well as the respondents' expertise level including firm 
history, education and whether being serial entrepreneurs. Since duration/memberships are 
considered having strong impact to community membersÕ role performance (Tindall, 2002), they 
are separated into two dummy variables (1/0) for being with the community for less than one 
year and between one and two years respectively.   
 
 
4.3 Analysis techniques 
     
 We test the hypotheses using ordinary least squares (OLS) regression built with 
heteroskedasticity-consistent standard errors (Wooldbridge, 2002). Out-degree centrality is 
calculated using UCINET 6 for Windows (Borgatti, Everett and Freeman, 2002). Since long 
questionnaires for online survey may produce more noise in the data (Jones, 1998), we asked 
respondents to evaluate the degree of competence-based trust associated with only the nominated 
providers of professional advice, and the degree of benevolence-based trust associated with only 
the nominated emotional supporters. Therefore the nominees were assigned scores of either 
competence- or benevolence-based trust, except for the individuals who were nominated twice 
(33%). To evaluate the combined effect of both forms of trusts, we developed a proxy for 
benevolence-based trust based on the closeness variable. Benevolence-based trust and closeness 
are strongly correlated in both groups of professional advice providers (.74; p<0.01) and 
emotional support providers (.81; p<0.01). The procedure is to firstly regress benevolence-based 
trust on closeness, identify the coefficient and multiply it with the closeness score of each 
professional advice provider. Therefore the proxy captures the common variance of closeness 
and benevolence-based trust, and can help us investigate how benevolence-based trust affects the 
information transfer from a professional advice provider. In addition, we examined multi-
collinearity by calculating the variance inflation factor (VIF). The VIF scores for our 
independent variables were all under 3 and well below the cutoff value of 10 (Hair, Anderson, 
Tatham, and Black, 1995). 
 
 
5. Results 
5.1 Descriptive statistics  
 
    The descriptive statistics and pairwise correlations for the variables used in this study are 
presented in Table 1. The correlation table shows Òwith prior tieÓ has no strong correlation with 
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any other variables. Previous studies show that having prior ties indicate a longer communication 
history and possibly a stronger trust (Krackhardt, 1992). The insignificant result of  Òwith prior 
tieÓ suggests online communication enables people to build strong trusts and exchange a wide 
range of topics even without knowing each other before. This finding shows that OCEs can be an 
important source of information in addition to the physical networks of entrepreneurs. 
 

------------------Insert Table 1, 2 and 3 here------------------------ 
 
5.2 Network analysis 
    
    Figure 2, 3, and 4 illustrate the network structure of total communication, emotional support 
and professional advice. On average, each individual provides 2.9 and 3.5 messages of 
professional advice and emotional support (see Table 4). However the standard deviation is big 
(6.2 and 8.6), showing that the variation of communication output by the providers is large. The 
top 10 providers of professional advice are No. 98, 92, 143, 15, 24, 62, 107, 119, 161 and 61. 
The top providers of emotional support come as No. 98, 92, 107, 62, 143, 87, 41, 137, 66 and 
164. Four of them appear in both lists.        
 

-------------------Insert Figure 2, 3, 4 and Table 4 here-------------------- 
 
5.3 Test of the hypotheses 
 
   Our hypotheses predict a positive effect of dyadic communication on the creation of trusts, 
and the impact of trusts on information transfer. To test Hypothesis 1a and 1b, we conducted 
OLS regression using two dimensions of trusts as dependent variables. The results are presented 
in Table 3. Model 1 and 3 are baseline models. Model 2 shows that dyadic communication of 
emotional support has a positive relation with benevolence-based trust (p<0.01), and Model 4 
shows that dyadic communication of useful information is also positively related to competence-
based trust as well (p<0.05). Hence our two hypotheses 1a and 1b are well supported.  
    By conducting Hierarchical OLS regression, we find that benevolence-based trust has positive 
impact on breadth of topics (p<0.01), and Hypothesis 2a is supported. Surprisingly, competence-
based trust shows a negative impact on breadth of topics (p<0.05). Hypothesis 2b is not 
supported. In Table 7, the regression result indicates that being in OCE for more than 12 months 
is strongly affecting the network central position, while being in OCE for less than 12 months is 
not. The full model (Model 6) also indicates that higher out-degree centrality score will  lead to 
broader coverage of topics, therefore supporting Hypothesis 3. The above results are summarized 
in the Table 8.    
 

---------------------Insert Table 5, 6, 7 and 8 here------------------------ 
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6. Discussions and Conclusion 
 
 By studying the dyadic relationships as well as network structure, this study explored the 
mechanisms of information exchange in online community of entrepreneurs. Given the mixed 
view of online ties being weak (Sproull and Kiesler, 1991) or strong (Wellman et al, 1996), we 
applied theories of interpersonal communication and social network to establish hypotheses of 
social relationships at an individual level in online communities. Our empirical study 
encompassing 324 dyads in an active online community provides strong support to most of our 
hypotheses. The principal results indicate that online communities of entrepreneurs can build 
benevolence- and competence-based trust through dyad communications. Together with trusts, 
the network structure of out-degree centrality also contributes to information transfer particularly 
on the breadth of topics.  
    It is worth noting that the two kinds of trusts have opposite effects on the breadth of topics. 
Benevolence-based trust brings a positive impact while competence-based trust exerts a negative 
one. The former is in line with the theory that benevolence-based trust engenders willingness to 
transfer, which has been suggested to correlate highly with information transfer (Bhattacherjee, 
2002). The influence of competence-based trust appears initially as somewhat counterintuitive. 
Given the same level of benevolence-based trust, an increase in the competence-based trust will  
reduce the breadth of topics. The possible explanation is that people would try to make an even 
contribution of knowledge or emotional support. If they can provide more knowledge or 
experience to the community, they will  care less in providing emotional support. On the 
contrary, members who lack entrepreneurial experience may provide emotional supports to 
others as alternative to show their value. The phenomenon is particularly relevant to 
entrepreneurs whose time is an invaluable resource.  
      We use Òwith prior tieÓ as a control variable since the duration of knowing each other is 
related with tie strength, which may influence trust and the breadth of topics (Granovetter, 1973). 
But no significant difference in the overall results was found even for benevolence-based trust 
(see Table 5 and 6). This indicates that trust can emerge through online interaction with strangers 
in the absence of physical contacts. This finding is consistent with previous literatures that online 
communities can overcome the same-place same-time limitation inherent in face-to-face settings 
(Faraj and Johnson, 2011), and that many virtual relationships do meet most of the criteria for 
strong ties Ñ "They facilitate frequent, reciprocal, companionable and often supportive contact" 
(Wellman et al., 2001).  
      Membership or duration in the community shows different results for shorter duration (within 
12 months) and longer duration (12 to 24 months). The longer a member stays in the community, 
the more likely that he or she provides information to the others. However, if  the member feels 
that he or she is not interested in talking to other members or cannot gain inputs from others, he 
or she  will  likely leave the community voluntarily or even be expelled by administrator. As 
such, the members whom we observe as present for more than 12 months in the community 
might imply their active participation from the beginning, demonstrating a stronger  trust level 
and a greater breadth of topics relative to those newer members.  
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      The limitations of our study should be noticed and addressed in future work. First, we asked 
the respondents to report the two most influential helpers in professional advice and emotional 
support respectively. These relationships reflect the most important ones instead of the most 
representative ones to the respondent. Although nominating the most or least favorable 
relationships is popular among social network studies (Marsden and Campbell, 1984; McAllister, 
1995), we believe a randomized sampling of all the dyads would improve the accuracy and 
clarity of the true nature of the relevant relationships. We hereby suggest that the interpretation 
of the results must be made with caution. Second, the respondents of our study are all from one 
online community; sample breadth is therefore rather limited. The preliminary content analysis 
shows that the topic on e-commerce operations occupies a significant share of all contents for the 
top two industries that most members belong to are service (29%) and retail (24%). Third, our 
study focuses on interpersonal trust and does not examine the effect of institutional trust. The 
trust between individual and an institution i.e. OCE may further influence the interaction 
between members of the institution (Bachmann and Inkpen, 2011). If  multiple communities are 
to be studied in the future, institutional trust should certainly be included and examined. 
   Our study makes several contributions. First, it deepens our understanding of how trusts are 
established in online communities where many members have few or no prior ties. Existing 
research on trust in a virtual environment focuses mostly on the virtual team of the firm (e.g., 
global project team) or user communities (e.g., open source forum) (Dahlander and Frederiksen, 
2012; Fleming and Waguespack, 2007; Maznevski and Chudoba, 2000), the study of interest 
groups (e.g., entrepreneurship) are very few except for general discussions on online 
communities (e.g., Faraj et al, 2011). Our findings show that trusts do exist in the virtual context 
and can bridge important information through reciprocity in communities (Sproull, 2004). 
Second, our results indicate that an online community cannot be seen as a "weaker" version of a 
physical network, but rather has its own strengths and complements the physical network. The 
existence of two dimensions of trusts adds support to the group social capital theory that 
resources are accumulated at a group level through individual social interactions (Oh et al, 2006). 
The suggested path shows that the information exchange model in physical networks (Levin and 
Cross) is not applicable in the online community context. Finally, our study also contributes to 
the entrepreneurship literature. It is inevitable that online social networks have a strong impact 
on the behavior of entrepreneurs as well as the organizational and social development of 
entrepreneurial ventures (Fischer and Reuber, 2011). Our results confirm that entrepreneurs 
proactively seek for informational and emotional benefits in online communities, and 
complement the physical channels of information sourcing. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of variables 
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   Table 2. Result for  variablesÕ descriptions 
 

     

Variables Description

Breadth of topics
Summing of whether each of six topics (family, friends, politics, local 
events, work and leisure) has been talked

Benevolence-based Trust Unweighted average of all items (1 to 7 Likert scale)

Competence-based Trust Unweighted average of all items (1 to 7 Likert scale)

Out-degree Centrality (log)Log value using Freeman's method

Dyadic communication of 
emotional support

Summing of how many times of emotional support has been exchanged 
between two particular members

Dyadic communication of 
useful information

Summing of how many times of useful information has been exchanged 
between two particular members

Freqeuncy
Four categories ranging from less than once per week to more than once 
per day

Age Six categories from less than 19 yrs old to more than 55 yrs old

Gender (male) Dummy variable with 1 for male and 0 for female

Serial entrepreneur
Dummy variable with 1 for being an serial entrepreneur and 0 for 
otherwise 

Firm history Six cateogries ranging from less than 6 months to more than 7 years

With prior tie Coded 1 for known before joining the community

Membership (<12 months) Coded 1 for known for less than 12 months and 0 for otherwise

Membership (12-24 months)Coded 1 for known 12- 24 months and 0 for otherwise
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Table 3. Result of confirmative factor analysis for  the trust  items 
 

 
  

Factor Loading

Competence-based trust (Cronbach's alpha) 0.86

Based on my interaction with this person, I would rate his/her 
business conduct and advice as highly professional. 0.78

Given this person's track record, I see no reason to doubt his/her 
competence. 0.83

Most people, even those who aren't close friends of this person, 
trust and respect his/her expertise in his/her field. 0.76

Other people who know him/her also consider him/her to be 
trustworthy. 0.66

Benevolence-based trust (Cronbach's alpha) 0.93

We can both freely share our ideas, feelings, and hopes. 0.88

I can talk freely to this individual about difficulties I am having at 
work and know that (s)he will want to listen. 0.91

If I shared my problems with this person, I know (s)he would 
respond constructively and caringly. 0.84

I would have to say that we have both made considerable 
emotional investments in our working relationship. 0.87

Goodness of fit index

Chi-square 71.422

CFI 0.936

RMSEA 0.117

RMSEA(90% CI) (0.091, 0.145)
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Figure 1. The establishment of competence-based trust  
 

 
 
 
Figure 2. Out-degree centrality  of each member for  total communication  
(Period: Oct 18, 2014 to Jan 17, 2015) 
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Figure 3. Out-degree centrality  score of each member for  providing professional advice 
(Period: Oct 18, 2014 to Jan 17, 2015) 

 
 
Figure 4. Out-degree centrality  score of each member for  providing emotional support 
(Period: Oct 18, 2014 to Jan 17, 2015) 
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Table 4. Out-Degree Centrality  Summary 
 

 
 
 
 
Table 5. OLS regression of trusts on dyadic communication 

 

OutDegree
Normlized 
OutDegree

OutDegree
Normlized 
OutDegree

OutDegree
Normlized 
OutDegree

Mean 151.686 1.173 2.876 0.342 3.533 0.35

Std Dev 229.035 1.771 6.213 0.74 8.622 0.855

Total Professional Advice Emotional Support

(1) (2) (3) (4)

VARIABLES
Benevolence-
based Trust

Benevolence-
based Trust

Competence-
based Trust

Competence-
based Trust

Frequency -0.107 -0.0383 0.138** 0.129**

Age 0.120 0.104 -0.145 -0.150

Gender (male) -0.321 -0.207 -0.201 -0.222

Serial entrepreneur 0.348 0.508 0.0383 0.0560

Firm history 0.161* 0.131 -0.00144 0.00170

Membership (<12 months) 0.0406 0.571* 0.154 0.127

Membership (12-24 months) -0.180 -0.127 -0.167 -0.153

With prior tie -0.0825 -0.257 -0.133 -0.129

Dyadic communication of 
emotional support 0.451***

Dyadic communication of 
professional advice 0.218**

Constant 5.458*** 5.136*** 6.446*** 6.465***

Observations 154 152 164 164

R-squared 0.042 0.080 0.089 0.098

Adjusted R-squared 0.011 0.022 0.042 0.045

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table 6. Hierarchical  OLS regression on trusts and network structure 
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Table 7. OLS regression of out-degree centrality  and membership 
 

 
 
 
  

(1)

VARIABLES
Out-degree Centrality 

(log)

Frequency 0.158***

Age -0.0457

Gender (male) -0.198**

Serial entrepreneur 0.174**

Firm history 0.105***

Membership (<12 months) -0.0886

Membership (12-24 months) -0.205**

With prior tie -0.0826

Constant -0.855***

Observations 318
R-squared 0.159
Adjusted R-squared 0.137

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table 8. Path analysis from online communication to breadth of topics via trusts and 
centrality  
 

 
 
 


