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Virtual Ability is-a community-of
support for people with many,
kinds of chronicitinesses and
disabilities. It resides in the virtual
world Second Life. Its function in
the virtual world is supported by
a nonprofit corporation, Virtual
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Geographic communities and
communities of interest have
been widely studied from many
perspectives, including social,
anthropological, economic, and
developmental. Communities

dimensions include: feelings of
membership and belonging;
feelings of having and being
influenced by the community;
feelings of being supported
and providing support; and

within virtual environments
are now being examined as
those environments become
more pervasive, with related
research in varied electronic

environments dating back over

a decade.

In all usages of the term
“community,” the affective

bonds among members seem

to be the most significant
defining characteristic
(Jones 1997). McMillan and
Chavis (1986) outlined a
four-dimensional framework
describing these bonds. The

feelings of relationships and
emotional connection.

Community members are
aware of these feelings,
making it difficult to determine
whether these characteristics
define the community or are
an outcome of community
functioning (Garcia, Giuliani, &
Wiesenfeld 1999). Awareness of
these characteristics is termed
the Sense of Community
(SOC). Community members
experience SOC as a feeling

of “belonging, a feeling that
members matter to one

TABLE 1: Sense of Community Dimensions and Studies

SOC Dimension

Representative Studies in Virtual Communities

Baym 1995, 1997; Blanchard & Markus 2004; Donath 1996; Greer 2000; Kol-

M2 lock & Smith 1994; Markus, Manville & Agres 2000; Phillips 1996
Influence Baym 1997; Dholakia, Bagozzi & Pearo 2004; Kollock & Smith 1994;
McLaughlin, Osborne & Smith 1995; Pliskin & Romm 1997
St Baym 1997; Blanchard & Markus 2004; Greer 2000; Preece 1999; Rheingold

SIS

Emotional Connections

Blanchard & Markus 2004; Greer 2000; Preece 1999; Rheingold 1993
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another and to the group, and
a shared faith the members’
needs will be met through their
commitment to be together”
(McMillan & Chavis 1986, p. 9).
Elements of SOC are influenced
by environmental factors
(Pretty 1990).

McMillan and Chavis (1986)
proposed a theoretical
model to account for the
origins of SOC. Membership
identification and the sense
of belonging arise from
perceptions of safety within

community boundaries and
are related to time invested
within the community. The
community and the individual
mutually influence each other
through interactions between
a need for individual validation
and a need for conformity

to norms. Need fulfillment

and support are mutually
established, and come through
competent group functioning
as an earned value. Emotional
connections and relationships
are created over time through

WWW.ONLINETHERAPYINSTITUTE.COM

participation in quality
interactions and group events,
and engagement in the group’s
development.

An SOC measure has

been developed and used
extensively in many research
contexts. Elements from all
four dimensions of SOC have
been identified in numerous
virtual community settings, as
shown in Table 1. Yet virtual
community characteristics are
not identical to those of other
communities. Blanchard and
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Markus (2002) claim that while
the process of offering and
receiving support is identical in
virtual and other communities,
two related processes that
may be unique to virtual
communities are creating

a personal identity and
identifying others as legitimate
community members; and
developing trust among
community members.

Koh and Kim (2004) propose
that leaders’ enthusiasm, off-
line activities, and enjoyability
are also factors in virtual SOC.
Blanchard and Markus (2004)
explain that the dimensions
of SOC in a virtual setting are
modified by the communica-
tion modality (electronic vs.

----------------------

The second most
popular reason for
joining communities
created around
health/wellness
and professional/
occupational topics
was “social support”,
while “friendship”
was the second
most popular reason
among members in
communities related
to personal interests.

______________________

face-to-face). Preece (2000)
introduces the concepts of
sociability (collective purpose)
and usability (accessibility) of
virtual communities. Blanchard
(2008) includes interactions
with others outside the virtual
community as a mediator of
SOC in a virtual setting. Koh et
al. (2007) distinguish different
levels of member participation
in virtual communities.

Individuals enter all types of
virtual environments most
often to obtain information
(Ridings & Gefen, 2006). How-
ever, the second most popular
reason for joining communities
created around health/wellness
and professional/occupational
topics was “social support”,

62 TILT MAGAZINE NOVEMBER 2011



while “friendship” was the
second most popular reason
among members in communi-
ties related to personal inter-
ests.

Virtual Ability in Second Life
displays the four dimensions of
sense of community, as shown
in Table 2.

Significant benefits accrue

for people with disabilities
from being in a virtual world.
Murphy et al. (2012) found
that participation by people
with disabilities in Second Life
significantly decreased depres-
sive symptomes, trait anxiety,
and loneliness, concurrent with
significant improvements in
positive affect, life satisfaction,
and self-esteem.

The saying is that“it takes a
village to raise a child." Virtual
Ability has found that it takes
a community to allow an indi-
vidual to become complete.
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TABLE 2

Sense of Community Dimensions and Studies

SOC Dimension

Examples in Virtual Ability

Membership

Members self-identify as belonging to
Virtual Ability. Members are protective of
other members, especially when in the
presence of people who don’t understand
disabilities.

Influence

The group is diverse, respectful of
individual differences, yet always maintains
a PG setting.

Members offer assistance to newcomers
entering Second Life on Virtual Ability
Island, passing on what they have learned.

Members offer skills classes and conduct
tours of interesting places they have found,
to share with others.

Support

Members use the Group Chat function
to request information, advice, or simply
a virtual hug of reassurance from other
members who are concurrently online.
Members provide assistance to others
when asked.

Members offer testimonials indicating
support received from the community.

Emotional Connections

Members ask leaders and other members
about the health and well-being of those
who have not appeared inworld for
lengths of time. Those with a planned
hospitalization or absence report to
someone so others will know where they
are.

Virtual memorial services are held for
community members who have died.
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