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In order to increase and enhance user-generated content 
contributions, it is important to understand the factors that lead 

people to freely share their time and knowledge with others.

The last few years have seen a substantial growth in
user-generated online content [7, 11] delivered
through collaborative Internet outlets such as
YouTube, Flickr, or Slashdot.org, as well as more tra-
ditional media outlets such as BBC News.com [6].
Consistent with the Open Information Society’s vision
of decreasing restrictions on the creation and delivery
of previously protected information goods [1], user-
generated content marks a new way for information to
be created, manipulated, and consumed. 

Wikipedia, the Web-based user-created encyclopedia,
is a prominent example of a collaborative, user-gener-
ated content outlet [11]. With more than 1.9 million 
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articles created by users in
English alone, it is among
the top 10 fastest growing
Web brands [10] and a
promising model for col-
laborative knowledge
sharing [5]. 

While collaborative
content in general, and
Wikipedia in particular,
receive increasing atten-
tion in both the research
and the business commu-
nities, no empirical,
quantitative data is available that illustrates why peo-
ple contribute to outlets like Wikipedia. Contribu-
tors’ motivations seem to be critical for sustaining
Wikipedia and other collaborative user-generated
content outlets, since the content is contributed by
volunteers [4] who offer their time and talent in
return for no monetary reward. Therefore, in order to
understand what underlies user-generated content
contribution, we must understand what motivates
content contributors, and identify which motivations
are associated with high or low levels of contribution.

As a volunteering activity, content contribution to
Wikipedia can be explained by the factors underpin-
ning volunteering behavior. In their influential study
of volunteers’ motivations, Clary et al. [2] identified
six motivational categories:

Values. Volunteering gives people an opportunity
to express values related to altruistic and humanitar-
ian concerns for others. Given that contributing con-
tent to Wikipedia enables participants to actively
show their concern by sharing knowledge with others,
it is expected that higher levels of the Values function
among contributors will positively relate to the extent
of contribution to Wikipedia. 

Social. Volunteering may provide people the
chance to be with their friends or to engage in activi-
ties viewed favorably by important others. Given the

collaborative nature of
Wikipedia, we would
expect contribution levels
to be positively associated
with Social motivation lev-
els.

Understanding. Through
volunteering, individuals
may have an opportunity
to learn new things and
exercise their knowledge,

skills, and abilities. Thus, as contributing content to
Wikipedia allows contributors to exercise their
knowledge, skills, and abilities, we would expect to
see higher contribution levels the more Wikipedia
contributors are motivated by Understanding.

Career. Volunteering may provide an opportunity
to achieve job-related benefits such as preparing for a
new career or maintaining career-relevant skills. In
the Wikipedia context, we would expect to find some
correlation between contribution levels and the
Career function, as Wikipedia offers contributors a
way to signal their knowledge and writing skills to
potential employers. However, we do not expect this
to be a strong correlation, as most Wikipedians are
not professional writers, or alternatively, because
many Wikipedians contribute anonymously so their
contribution would not be useful for career purposes. 

Protective. This category includes protecting the
ego from negative features of the self, reducing guilt
over being more fortunate than others, or addressing
one’s own personal problems. Wikipedia seems to
provide ample opportunity for contributors to
address such needs and share the fortune of having
knowledge with others who do not have it. Therefore,
we would expect contribution to be positively associ-
ated with the Protective category.

Enhancement. This category somewhat relates to
the Protective category, however, Enhancement
involves positive strivings of the ego rather than elim-
inating negative ego-based factors. Here, too, given
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Motivation 

Protective

Values

Career

Social

Understanding

Enhancement

Fun 

Ideology 

Question example 

“By writing/editing in Wikipedia I feel less lonely.”

“I feel it is important to help others.”

“I can make new contacts that might help my business or career.

“People I'm close to want me to write/edit in Wikipedia.”

“Writing/editing in Wikipedia allows me to gain a new 
perspective on things.”

“Writing/editing in Wikipedia makes me feel needed.”

“Writing/editing in Wikipedia is fun.”

“I think information should be free.”

Table 1.  Motivations and 
questionnaire items.

To understand what underlies user-generated 
content contribution, we must understand what motivates content 

contributors, and identify which motivations are associated 
with high or low levels of contribution.



the ample opportunity for contributors to serve the
ego and publicly exhibit their knowledge, we would
expect the contribution level to be positively associ-
ated with the Enhancement level.

Wikipedia relies on the open source model [9]
where people contribute their time, talent, and knowl-
edge in a collaborative effort to create publicly avail-
able knowledge-based products. Therefore, in addition
to the six general volunteering motivations, two other
motivations—fun and ideology—used extensively in
research on open source software development (for
example, [8, 12] ) may also help to understand why
people contribute to Wikipedia. In both
cases we would expect to see higher con-
tribution levels associated with higher
motivation levels.

THE SURVEY

Wikipedians volunteer their time and
knowledge for no monetary reward,
and therefore our questionnaire
included contribution measures as
well as volunteering motivations mea-
sures. The contribution level was mea-
sured as hours per week spent on
contributing, a measure commonly
used as a proxy for participant contri-
bution [10]. Motivation was measured
through the volunteering motivations
scale [2] adjusted to the Wikipedia
context, as well as items adjusted from
research on open source motivation
measuring ideology [12] and fun [8].
All of the motivation items in the
questionnaire were presented as state-
ments to which Wikipedians were
asked to state how strongly they agree
or disagree on a scale of 1 to 7. Exam-
ples of questionnaire items are pro-
vided in Table 1. 

The English Wikipedia Alphabetical
List of Wikipedians includes 2,847 peo-
ple. These are not all the contributors,
but rather only those who have created
a personal user page beyond merely contributing con-
tent, and therefore may be more committed to con-
tributing. Of these, a random sample of 370
Wikipedians were emailed a request to participate in a
Web-based survey. A total of 151 valid responses were
received (40.8% response rate), of which 140 (92.7%)
were from males. The respondents’ mean age was
30.9, and on average they have been contributing
content to Wikipedia 2.3 years. Like many studies
based on survey design, this study may potentially suf-

fer from a response bias, whereby, for example, enthu-
siastic Wikipedians were more likely to participate
than lesser contributors. To test this, responses of the
earliest 30% respondents were compared with the last
30% of the sample in terms of the contribution level.
No bias was found. 

THE RESULTS

The average level of contribution was 8.27 hours per
week—a total that varied across Wikipedians’ demo-
graphics and motivation levels. Overall, the top
motivations were found to be Fun and Ideology,

whereas Social, Career, and Protec-
tive were not found to be strong
motivations for contribution (see
Table 2). As expected, it was found
that the levels of each of the six
motivations positively correlated
with contribution level (see Table
2). However, somewhat unexpect-
edly, the contribution level was not
correlated significantly with the Ide-
ology and Social motivations.

The Ideology case is particularly
interesting, because while ideology is
indicated as a strong motivation
(ranked second out of eight), the
motivation level is not significantly
correlated with the contribution
level. In other words, while people
state that ideology is high on their list
of reasons to contribute, being more
ideologically motivated does not
translate into increased contribution.
One way to explain this finding

could be the effect of social desirability [3] on
responses to the questionnaire. This explanation,
however, is ruled out since part of Crowne and Mar-
lowe’s scale [3] was used to control for social desir-
ability. An alternative explanation might be that while
people have strong opinions about ideology, these do
not translate into actual behavior—thus exhibiting a
case of “talk is cheap.” Another possible explanation
might be that contributors who are motivated by ide-
ology may also contribute to other ideology-related
projects, such as open source software projects, and
would therefore have less time to contribute to each
project.

The lack of correlation between the Social motiva-
tion and the level of contribution may be explained by
the identity of the Wikipedian’s “important others;”
that is, if important others are people who do not have
interest in Wikipedia, then the Wikipedian’s contri-
bution is not expected to be influenced by the Social

COMMUNICATIONS OF THE ACM November  2007/Vol. 50, No. 11 63

Nov table 2 (11/07)

Motivation 

*significant at 0.05 level
**significant at 0.01 level
***significant at 0.001 level

Fun

Ideology

Values

Understanding

Enhancement

Protective

Career

Social

Mean

6.10
 (1.15)

[0.322***]

5.59
 (1.71)
[0.110]

3.96
(1.55)

[0.175*]

3.92
(1.48)

[0.296***]

2.97
(1.39)

[0.313***]

1.97
(1.05)

[0.306***]

1.67
 (0.94)

[0.185*]

1.51
(0.92)

[0.027]

Table 2.  
Motivation levels
and correlations

with contribution
levels. Standard

deviations in
parentheses.

Pearson 
correlation 

coefficient in
brackets.



motive. Further research would therefore be helpful
in order to explore the Wikipedian’s reference group.

In addition, age was found to be significantly cor-
related with the level of some of the motivations: the
older people are, the higher their motivations levels of
the Enhancement, Fun, and Protective motivations.

CONCLUSION

Wikipedia is a prominent example of a collaborative
user-generated content outlet based on the open
source model, and a promising model for knowledge
sharing [5]. Given the changes in the restriction
practices associated with information creation and
use [1], and the growth of user-generated content
[7], organizations and media outlets such as
YouTube, Slashdot, or the BBC, who wish to draw
on such content, must know what motivates con-
tributors and which motivations are associated with
increased contribution. 

Assuming that the correlations found also involve
causality, user-generated content outlets that seek to
recruit and retain volunteering content contributors,
must focus their marketing, recruitment, and reten-
tion efforts on those motivations that are high in rel-
ative importance (that is, ranked high in Table 2) and
where a strong correlation exists between the level of
motivation and the level of contribution. For exam-
ple, the Fun motivation is a case where there is both
high ranking of the motivation and a strong, signifi-
cant correlation between motivation and contribu-
tion levels, and therefore it would make sense for
organizers of user-generated content outlets to focus
marketing, recruitment, and retention efforts by
highlighting the fun aspects of contributing. Ideology,
on the other hand, is a case where high ranking is not
coupled by a strong correlation with the contribution
level, and therefore efforts should not be directed
there. 

The positive correlation between age and
Enhancement, Fun, and Protective may imply that
user-generated content outlets should increase their
emphasis of aspects relating to these motivations
when targeting older prospective and existing con-
tributors. 

The growth of collaborative user-generated con-
tent warrants further exploration. One area to explore
is women’s contribution to Wikipedia. Women repre-
sent only 7.3% of the survey respondents, and there-
fore most of the analysis of the differences between
men and women responses is not statistically signifi-
cant. Some differences, however, seem to be apparent:
women are relatively newer to Wikipedia contribu-
tion (1.77 vs. 2.34 years of contribution, on average)
and spend more time contributing (11.46 vs. 8.02

hours a week, on average). The latter difference can-
not be explained by the former, as no correlation was
found between experience and contribution. This
may suggest that as more women become Wikipedia
contributors, average contribution levels increases.
Another direction that warrants further exploration
involves understanding how different motivations
impact contribution in different content outlets. This
article, addressing one of the most prominent and
generic examples of user-generated content, is hope-
fully a useful step in this direction.  

REFERENCES
1. Ahituv, N. The open information society. Commun. ACM 44, 6 (June

2001) 48–52. 
2. Clary, E., Snyder, M., Ridge, R., Copeland, J., Stukas, A., Haugen, J.,

and Miene, P. Understanding and assessing the motivations of volun-
teers: A functional approach. J. Personality and Social Psychology 74
(1998), 1516–1530.

3. Crowne, D. and Marlowe, C. A new scale of social desirability inde-
pendent of psychopathology. J. Consulting Psychology 24 (1960),
349–354.

4. Denning, P. Horning, J., Parnas, D., and Weinstein, L. Inside Risks:
Wikipedia risks. Commun. ACM 48, 12 (Dec. 2005), 152.

5. Dunn, J., Byrd, D., Notess, M., Riley, J., and Scherle, R. Variations2:
Retrieving and using music in an academic setting. Commun. ACM 49,
8 (Aug. 2006) 53–58.

6. Eltringham, M. Citizen journalists challenge BBC. BBC NewsWatch
(2006); http://news.bbc.co.uk/newswatch/ukfs/hi/newsid_4900000/
newsid_4900400/4900444.stm

7. Geist, M. Mapping the digital future. OECD: Organisation for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development 254 (2006), 36–37.

8. Hars, A. and Ou, S. Working for Free? Motivations of participating in
open source projects. Intern. J. of E-Commerce 6, 3 (2002), 25–39.

9. Hendry, D., Jenkins, J., and McCarthy, J. Collaborative bibliography.
Information Processing & Management 42, 3 (2006), 805–825.

10. Lakhani, K. and Wolf, R. Why hackers do what they do: Understand-
ing motivation and effort in free/open source software projects. Per-
spectives in Free and Open Source Software. J. Feller, B. Fitzgerald, S.
Hissam, and K. Lakhani, Eds. MIT Press, Cambridge and London,
2005. 

11. Nielsen NetRating. User-generated content drives half of U.S. top 10
fastest growing Web brands. (Aug. 10, 2006); www.nielsen-netrat-
ings.com/pr/PR_060810.PDF.

12. Stewart, K. and Gosain, S. The impact of ideology on effectiveness in
open source software development teams. MIS Quarterly 30, 2 (2006),
291–314.

Oded Nov (onov@poly.edu) is an assistant professor in the 
Department of Management, Polytechnic University, New York.

Permission to make digital or hard copies of all or part of this work for personal or class-
room use is granted without fee provided that copies are not made or distributed for
profit or commercial advantage and that copies bear this notice and the full citation on
the first page. To copy otherwise, to republish, to post on servers or to redistribute to
lists, requires prior specific permission and/or a fee.

© 2007 ACM 0001-0782/07/1100 $5.00

c

64 November  2007/Vol. 50, No. 11 COMMUNICATIONS OF THE ACM


