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Abstract

This study aims to explore theoretical factors in order to increase the sustainability of an online community based on
religious value or we termed as a religious virtual community (RVC). Social Presence Theory is the degree by which an
individual is perceived to be a ‘real person’ in online communities. Meanwhile, social learning theory states that
individuals as humans have a motive to learn to sustain their lives. While, the religious virtual community is an online
community with the aim of deepening the study or knowledge of the religious field. We selected Islamic Based Virtual
Community which has been so many in our community. The existence of this community will increase knowledge of the
religious values of its members. Since, this online community is very beneficial for sharing and caring about religious
knowledge, then, we must think about how to sustain this community and prevent harm from the existence of this
community. Those three theories lens will be used to develop the factors. Future research agendas are also provided for the
direction of future work. This research is expected to give a contribution in an effort to sustain religious virtual
communities.
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Introduction

Communities of practice are a group of people who share concerns, a series of problems, or discuss such topics, which
deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis (Wenger et al., 2002). Learning as a
center of this activity means that individuals need to be involved and contribute to these community practices. Wenger
(1998) explained that, for society, long live learning activities need to be continuously improved to ensure the emergence
of the next generation. The Holy Qur’an also states that lifelong learning, especially religious studies are important to
dignify humans, and in Islam it determines the life of the hereafter. Hence, lifelong education as a principle of Islamic
education which can be achieve from formal or informal mode. In Islam, one of the principles believed in the search for
knowledge (education) is the principle of continuity or sustainability. This is because in Islam, looking for knowledge is an
obligation that never and should not end. The exclamation to "read" that is in Holy Qur’an (HQ. Al-'Alaq: 1) which stated
that seeking knowledge at any time, is the principle that is always held by Muslims. In generals, human needs to join a
community becomes an urgency because humans are social creatures. In this current era, the existence of online
communities is an alternative to strengthen the strength of the congregation and maintain the quality of friendship. There
are many options for an individual to join a particular online group. The desire to join an online community is mostly to get
information, share information and acquire new knowledge.

However, the ability to choose an online community is sometimes limited by the lack of information about the origin of a
community, the aims and objectives of the community and the requirements to becomes a member. Instead of increasing
knowledge, what happens then is the existence of misleading information and errors in processing information. Another
issue is the absence of the one’s physical resources in the online community. Limited physical contact with an online
community sometimes creates conflict and is prone to interference (Campbell & Evolvi, 2019). One of the virtual
communities chosen by community members is the religious virtual community. According to (Campbell & Evolvi, 2019;
Solahudin & Fakhruroji, 2020) a religious virtual community is an online community that aims to share knowledge about
religious activities, worship practices, faith, belief and in the long run it is hoped that it will increase the religiosity of its
members. If so, then there are many benefits to gained by establishing or building virtual religious communities. However,
the results of the study indicated that the survival of a virtual community was often disrupted due to limited physical
encounters. Distance and location as well as internet-based communication media are a challenge in themselves. Members
of a virtual communities may be unfamiliar and never meet face to face, they only interact via the virtual media they have
chosen. Therefore, maintaining the sustainability of these communities becomes important along with the many benefits
obtained from the existence of these virtual communities.
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One approach that can be used to maintain the sustainability of these virtual communities is Social Presence Theory. In the
existing literature, several methodologies and best practices have been described to maintain the sustainability of this
community, including (Fachrunnisa, 2016); (Fachrunnisa & Hussain, 2020) who state that trustworthiness and continuous
performance monitoring. Thus, this study aims to explore theoretical factors in efforts to increase the sustainability of a
Religious Virtual Communities by utilizing Social Presence Theory, Social Learning Theory and Community of Practice.

Literature Review

Social Presence and Social Learning Theory (Ardian)

Social presence theory was developed by (Short et al., 1976; Whiteside et al., 2017). Social presence as the degree of
salience or the sense of presence of others across different media. However, researchers following Short et al. (1976)
defined social presence differently. While Gunarwardena (1995) defined social presence as perception of others as real
people in technology-mediated environments, Garrison et al. (2000) defined it as the ability of participants to project
themselves in online environments, and Tu & Mclsaac (2002) equated it with a sense of being connected. More recently,
Garrison (2016) combined all these definitions to describe social presence as “the ability of participants to identify with a
group, communicate openly in a trusting environment, and develop personal and affective relationships progressively by
way of protecting their individual personalities” (p. 79) in online or technology-mediated environments. Social presence is
also the perception of a person being present Dunlap & Lowenthal (2014) in a technology-mediated or virtual
environment.

In social presence theory, the projection or perception of a person as “real” is determined by intimacy and immediacy
through a communication medium (Cui et al., 2013; Hodges & Cowan, 2012; Short et al., 1976; Sung & Mayer, 2012).
Both intimacy and immediacy are communication channels for verbal and non-verbal responses with the virtual
environment. Intimacy Argyle & Dean (1965) and immediacy Biocca et al. (2003) refer to the intensity and immediate
social responses such as eye contact, smiling, body movements, proximity, and response time (Wiener & Mehrabian,
1968). Therefore, in the context of virtual environments, social presence is the perception of “real people” having both
verbal and non-verbal meaningful interactions and responses to foster team trust, communication, collaboration, and
performance improvement through virtual technologies.

Social Learning Theory

In the context of online communities, the quality of communication can be explained through the Social Learning Theory
approach which is often seen as a ritual. This ritual is described as a process in which individuals exchange knowledge that
is not out of personal interest or for the accumulation of information from the community itself.

Social learning theory by Wenger et al. (2002) has four premises. The first is humans as social beings and this is an
important aspect of learning. Individual knowledge is related to self-competence, this needs to be strengthened that
knowledge requires a process of upgrading and updating of knowledge. This makes involvement activity in a community
one of the reasons for individuals to update their knowledge. In the context of a Religious Virtual Community, the
experience of learning about religious law is to produce deep meanings about life and live. Wenger’s theory integrates the
four components that make up social participation, into (a) meaning, (b) practice, (c) society and (d) identity. Meaning is
used to define our ability to experience our life and the world as meaningful and can be done individually or collectively.
Practice is the sharing of the historical and social resources, frameworks, and perspectives that can safeguard collective
action against action. Society/ community is a social arrangement in which the identity of a religious community is worth
fighting for and the participation of its members is considered an ability.

Religious Virtual Community

Religious Virtual Community originates from a concept developed by Chicago University in the form of online-based
religious activities or rituals known as “CommunitiTree”. Rheingold (1993) states that religious virtual community is an
online activity as a way of documenting religious rituals converted on the internet by growing virtual communities into
discussion platforms and web-based houses as a means of worship, for example Cyber-church, religious rituals, prayer, etc.
Meanwhile, the role of the internet as a media virtual religion has shown a development (Hoover & Lundby, 1997;
Campbell, 2005b) developed a study that focuses more on several core themes including ritual authority, group or
community, and identity. Religious online communities are also defined as religious group, entities or community that
carry out traditional religious ritual activities using the internet and adapting to the latest digital technology to translate
offline religious worship practices into virtual communities (Campbell, 2005a).
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Literature that discusses the role of the internet in fostering and maintaining the social functions, rituals and ideology of
offline (traditional) religious communities are still limited. According to el-Nawawy & Khamis (2009) religious
community in virtual form by utilizing an Islamic website to form an online discussion community can foster a new
Da’wah forum. This community provides a means for members to participate in carrying out communal ritual practices so
as to create a virtual community of worship. However, public trust in the availability of information provided by the
Islamic website as a virtual community media is still limited and there is a potential for a digital-divide.

The approach by Campbell & Evolvi (2019) looks at the religious virtual community with a digitally mediated context.
This approach emphasizes the role of various forms of digital technology to mediate a religious understanding and
experience, including identity, authority, and community. In other words, a religious virtual community is defined as an
exploration process of linkages, connectedness, interrelation and engagement to bridge, fuse and mingle between online
and offline religions. Furthermore, the religious virtual community is understood as the use of social media platforms as a
means of information from the internet to facilitate religious (Islamic) agents to deliver religion (Islamic) learning into a
media-friendly culture community (Solahudin & Fakhruroji, 2020).

Community of Practice (CoP)

Theoretically, the CoP concept comes from social psychology, and is then applied in broader research contexts such as
business, education, industry and health. The idea of the CoP concept was conveyed and developed by the Wenger-Trayner
partnership which is well known in the field of education. In particular, Lave & Wenger (1991) emphasized that learning is
not just a socially shared cognition process whose end result is the internationalization of individual knowledge, but
learning is a process of becoming a member of a sustainable community. The identity of community members, such as
members of the religious community, is important in the context of CoP for improving organizational performance
(Nurhidayati & Fachrunnisa, 2020). In addition, because CoP puts more emphasis on processes, informal or semi-informal
activities by professionals will further encourage the effectiveness of community performance (Hussein, 2017);
(O’Donnell & Tobbell, 2007). Furthermore, Kasl & Yorks (2002), states that CoP is type of collaborative inquiry, where
members try to find meaningful ways to be able to know, know and understand from the experiences of other members
who are usually free, open-source and involve the same place/ position.

Community of Practice has three basic structural elements, namely the domain, the problem or knowledge that will be built
by the community. This domain will build an image or identity, as well as build inspirational goals for each individual who
is part of the community (Wenger et al., 2002). The second element is community itself, consisting of people who care
about the domain. In CoP, ‘ learning and sharing is an intellectual process which involved heart and mind” Wenger et al.
(2002) also stated that the sustainability of the communities depends on members motivation and energy. The third
element is shared knowledge or value. A religious virtual community will have a knowledge baseline which will be a full
understanding of its member. Wenger et al. (2002) also argued that knowledge exploration and knowledge explanation
become main activities in the communities which then lead to creating tacit and explicit knowledge among them.

Theoretical Framework on Sustaining Religious Virtual Community

The CoP model creates a virtual environment fostering learning through three key elements: cognitive presence, social
presence, and teaching presence (Garrison, 2016; Garrison et al., 2000; Whiteside, 2015). The Social Presence Model has
five integrated elements to improve social presence: affective association, community cohesion, instructor involvement,
interaction intensity, and knowledge and experience. Both CoP and the Social Presence Model are designed to improve
social presence during online knowledge sharing and could help instructors and learners feel personally connected (Sung &
Mayer, 2012). As discussed below, it can be reasoned that CoP, Social Learning, and Social Presence Model could
enhance the social presence of Religious Virtual Communities which then lead to its Sustainability.

We introduce the theoretical factors to sustain Religious Virtual Communities derived from CoP, Social Learning and
Social Presence Model. There are three factors as following

1. Cognitive Presence

Cognitive presence, through continuous communication, facilitates understanding and meaning and enhances critical
thinking. Religious Virtual Community members can maintain continuous communication interactions from disparate
locations throughout the day to collaborate, critically evaluate opinion and knowledge, and strengthening each other. In the
context of CoP, social presence supports cognitive presence in establishing the need for a supportive and trusting
environment where interpersonal relationships develop. The opportunity to create an environment of continuous
communication fosters and supports relationship building and develops educational opportunities, which may lead to
sustain the community.
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2. Social Presence

Social Presence Model developed by (Bickle et al., 2019) can be used to aid instructional designers in planning a program
or learning content utilizing affective association, community cohesion, instructor investment, interaction intensity, and
knowledge and experience. As in face-to-face environments, it is important to identify and foster emotional connections,
develop relationships, and improve the personal experience between members in online communities (Elwood et al., 2014;
Whiteside, 2015). Thus, affective association could be used during a program to build the emotional connections that may
occur, such as self-disclosure, showing emotions, and sharing humor. Likewise, community cohesion creates an
opportunity to share materials, resources, and insight, along with community building activities. The senior members’
involvement is equally important in this process. Invested members foster and participate in the build of community.
Interaction intensity is the level and intensity of communication and support between the participants and instructor.
Knowledge and experience are the prior knowledge and experiences of the members that enrich the learning experiences
for the learning community. In a Religious Virtual Community setting, team administrator, similar to instructor
involvement, could implement the Social Presence Model to gather knowledge and experience, create personal
connections, and develop community cohesion and processes while improving member communication through virtual
environments.

3. Learning Presence

Learning Presence involved gaining members’ attention, informing members of goals, stimulating recall of prior learning,
presenting content, providing learning guidance, eliciting performance, providing feedback, assessing performance,
enhancing retention and transfer. It is a strong model in which to research and implement social presence theory improving
intimacy/immediacy along with the projection of a “real person” with real motives and interest in a learning environment
or course. In Virtual Religious Knowledge, this process can be achieved through 2I of Knowledge, which are Immediacy
and Intimacy of Religious Learning. In social presence theory, the projection or perception of a person as “real” is
determined by intimacy and immediacy through a communication medium (Cui et al., 2013; Hodges & Cowan, 2012;
Short et al., 1976; Sung & Mayer, 2012). Both intimacy and immediacy are communication channels for verbal and non-
verbal responses with the virtual environment. Intimacy (Argyle & Dean, 1965) and immediacy (Biocca et al., 2003) refer
to the intensity and immediate social responses such as eye contact, smiling, body movements, proximity, and response
time (Wiener & Mehrabian, 1968).

Argyle & Dean (1965) suggested that if one component of intimacy was decreased, a person would increase other
components to maintain social presence equilibrium. Whiteside et al. (2017) classified face-to-face communication and
synchronous video-mediated communication as having high degree of salience, whereas asynchronous and text-based
communication as possessing low degree of salience. Within a Religious Virtual Communities, member sometimes can
utilize cameras and audio so each member could see and hear each other would increase intimacy and immediacy. Both
nonverbal (perceived eye contact and agreement with a nod of the head) and verbal responses could be recognized and
understood immediately. With the use of audio or text only, the administrator would need to solicit responses to understand
the feelings of the participants. Therefore, in the context of virtual environments, social presence is the perception of “real
people” having both verbal and non-verbal meaningful interactions and responses to foster team trust, communication,
collaboration, and sustainability improvement through virtual technologies. This theoretical framework can be illustrated in
Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Theoretical Framework of Religious Virtual Communities Sustainability
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Conclusions and Recommendations

This study aims to explore the theoretical factors that are predicted to increase the sustainability of the Religious Virtual
Community. One of the main factors determining the sustainability of the RVC is the focus of the members of the reasons
for their existence in order to increase knowledge about the law and practice of their religious worship. This is important,
because understanding the science of religion will bring benefits in the world and hereafter. By utilizing Social Learning
Theory, Social Presence Theory dan Communities of Practice, we conclude that three factors can determined the
sustainability which are: Cognitive Presence, Social presence and learning presence. Those three factors are intertwined
and interlink activities which need to understood by administrator or founder an online community.

There are still research room related efforts to sustain religious virtual community. Some issues that must be explored in
future research are whether and how interactive technology can increase social presence and social learning in a
community that aims to strengthen religious knowledge. Research on the importance of shared network will also help to
sustain the community. Knowledge quality is also another important factor to attend. We plan to validate this theoretical
framework into an empirical model and going to be tested in certain Religious Virtual Community.
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