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This article addresses the importance of institutionalized practices when social media
are introduced as collective platforms for the workplace. It examines why the great
engagement envisioned for these tools has yet to be realized in organizational settings.
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at play in distributed networks are not measured in terms of quantity but quality (e.q.,
good work, strong reputation, high social status). The article presents a comprehensive
qualitative and longitudinal case study of knowledge workers employed at a knowledge-
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Introduction

This article addresses the importance of institutionalized practic-
es when new objects or ideas are introduced—in particular, social
media’s introduction as a collective platform for the workplace—
and why the great engagement envisioned for these tools has yet
to be realized in organizational settings. Some explanations can
be found in the nature of modern work, which rests on a capitalist
paradigm with profit, productivity, and individual work contracts
as fundamental principles, in contrast to motivational drivers
such as social status and intrinsic motivation that are at play in
collaborative paradigms.

Although the term “innovation” typically evokes thoughts of new
objects or products, it also refers to ideas or practices that individ-
uals perceive as new (Rod ). Innovation thus concerns
social changes as well: the introduction of new practices to be used
by individuals within social structures. Practices—defined as shared
routines of behavior, including traditions, norms, and procedures
for working, thinking, acting, and using things (

619)—need to operate alongside objects within established social
structures. Institutionalized practices do not follow automatically
when new objects are intentionally introduced for the better. For
example, the Yir Yoronts, an Australian aboriginal community,
were in a technological Stone Age in the 1930s, with no knowledge
of metals (Sharp 1952). The Yir Yoront community was character-
ized by clearly defined roles and ranks; no two people were consid-
ered equal, and they could identify subordinate and superordinate
positions in any context. Trading practices were similarly based
on rank, and men would travel long distances to get the stones
they needed for their axes. Such trading tours were coordinated

with religious festivals at which stone axes were traded with other
tribes. Each axe was traced back to ancestors from the Stone Axe
Cloud Iguana Clan who had originally made it and had traded it
with ancestors of other clans. In short, the stone axe played a key
role in the Yir Yoront community because the axe reinforced the Yir
Yoront system of beliefs, kinship, rank, social status, and age and
gender differences. When missionaries entered the Yir Yoront com-
munity, they brought steel axes for those who promised to be good
Christians. Suddenly, every Yir Yoront could access an object that
played a key role in the community’s actions and social structure.
One year later, that community had disappeared. Unlike the stone
axe, the steel axe did not interplay with the key elements for the
Yir Yoronts. Furthermore, there is no guarantee that introducing
more of something will provide more of the same effect. This was
the case with Norwegian television. When Norway had only one
television channel, it served as a unifying medium for Norwegians.
However, when multiple channels were introduced in the 1980s,
the opposite effect happened: multiple television channels divided
the Norwegians ( ). Similarly, Microsoft's MSN did not
succeed in Japan as it had elsewhere because the chat function did
not align with Japanese conversation norms ( ). Because
the act of not replying when addressed by others is perceived as
impolite in Japan, MSN chat conversations could continue indefi-
nitely. MSN's transparent logged-in feature was therefore changed
to enable users to reply to others when the timing was better. As
a result of this later innovation, MSN became more successful in
Japan. These examples illustrate the important role that practic-
es (rules, values, and norms) in social structures play when new
objects or ideas are introduced.

Organizations seek collaborative logics in the workplace

Organizations today seek to copy the potential that lies in collabora-
tive models in which individuals willingly contribute content without
traditional organizational structures ( ). The collaborative
tendencies observed in volunteer organizations at which individuals
work for free are sought copied in the workplace. Examples of such
organizations are Linux, where programmers create open source
code in their spare time; Wikipedia, where Wikipedians are volun-
teer contributors; EteRNA, where online gamers help reveal new
principles for designing ribonucleic acid (RNA)-based switches and
nanomachines to seek and eventually control living cells and dis-
ease-causing viruses; and Mindboards, where Lego enthusiasts post
source and binaries for many different LEGO MINDSTORMS tools.
Cook ( ) pointed to this mass collaboration tendency, previously
described in Wikinomics by Tapscott and Williams ( ), which
illustrates how technologies in the twenty-first century enable
masses of people to crowdsource and co-create. Cook argued that
new social platforms would change the future of work. Enterprise
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social media ( ), enterprise 2.0
(MCcAS )), and social intranets all refer to technologies with
Web 2.0 features such as interactivity, social networking, group col-
laboration, co-creation, blogs, tags, personal profiles, and file sharing.
The common shorthand description of social enterprise platforms
is often “Facebook inside your company”, because the software
mimics some of the core functions found on social network sites
(e.g., Facebook) while adding specific features to use within a busi-
ness (e.g., share an idea, vote for an idea) ( ). Social media
platforms have been introduced in the workplace not only to foster
the collaborative tendency observed in distributed networks and
social sites, but also to create productive and advantageous behav-
jor among employees (Did ). Social platforms are predicted
to increase employee productivity by twenty to twenty-five percent
by moving time spent managing email and searching internally for
information and competence to a collective platform, thus freeing
up time for other tasks ( ).
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However, most organizations fail to make employees use these
social platforms. The massive engagement that was predicted to
revolutionize the modern workplace has yet to occur ( ).
One typical explanation is that “old habits die hard”; employees
prefer established technologies they already use to new ones
( ). Even so, organizations have been advised to strive
to increase employee engagement so they can take advantage
of social platforms ( ,). Different advice on how to spark
such engagement has been set forth: for example, managers must
be role models, supervisors should lessen their control, and bot-
tom-up processes are necessary to empower employees (

2009, Cook 2008).

This article takes a different stance by studying how the nature
of work is part of the institutionalized practices of organizations'
social structures. | argue that the work contract and the calcu-
lation of work in time and money are important hindrances to
creating a collaborative workplace. New collaborative models rely
on logic different from that of capitalism, which is built on com-
petitive principles aimed at profit. The two models or contexts are
different. Furthermore, it is typically taken for granted that the
user engagement observed in distributed networks is beneficial
per se for the organization and that the goal should be to create
mass collaboration among employees within the organization.
This is problematic in at least two ways. First, a key tendency
on the Internet and in the external social media landscape is the
90-9-1 rule, which states that most people use the Internet only
to read, a few participate regularly, and only a small segment is
composed of active participants ( ). The potential pool
of contributors is thus a lot larger than in the organization. Second,
knowledge professionals employed in an organization have spe-
cialized domains and skills, and others with whom they share work
characteristics do not necessarily work in the same organization.
Moreover, the networked economy, where the benefit of coop-
eration and collaboration is acknowledged (
1986, ), has motivational drivers other
than economic exchange alone. The organizational world is much
smaller than the Internet, and the rules are different (Lew, ).
Work structures and communication processes also differ between
employees in corporate settings and peers in web communities
( )-

Furthermore, as the Yir Yoront, MSN, and Norwegian television
examples illustrated, the collaborative models in distributed net-
works rely on logics different from those in the workplace. With
this backdrop in mind, | argue that we need to return to the very
notion of what work is—knowledge work, in particular—to obtain
a deeper understanding of why copying and pasting a Wikipedia
model into the workplace is problematic.
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When we seek to explain social change, or the lack thereof, we
need to start with the individual—with agency ( | 2013). The
interplay between agency and social structure is the heart of struc-
turation theory ( 184). According to the theory, individual
actions occur within the contexts of existing social structures,
governed by norms and rules distinct from those of other social
structures. Social structure consists of the rules (implicit or explicit
formulas for action) and the resources (what agents themselves
bring into this action, such as knowledge and abilities) that both
enable and restrict individuals' actions ( )79. 69). This is
labeled the duality of structure. The duality of structure confirms
established practices and at the same time is open to changes
because individuals are knowledgeable. The interplay between an
individual's actions and the social structure is a centrifugal process
sustained and modified by human action, a process that enables
adjustment and change in other parts of the system. Agency is
closely related to other social systems ( )84) such as a
hierarchical authority structure, a cooperative structure within a
participative workgroup, or the normative structure of a profes-
sional community ( ). More specifically, | address
the following questions in this article: (1) What are the institution-
alized practices for work—in particular, knowledge work? (2) How
do these practices correspond to the motivational logic at play in
distributed networks (e.g., Wikipedia, Linux)?

Work is the process of completing tasks and is most often mea-
sured by the clock (K ). It is conducted in terms of
economic exchange between employee and employer (

). The term “institutionalized” refers
to the solidification or ritualization of social life through the
repetition of actions that become practices that are taken for
granted ( ). Organizations are dynamic systems con-
sisting of individuals' actions ( ).
Knowledge-intensive organizations employ knowledge workers
whose work largely consists of non-standard problem-solving
as well as the production of knowledge, services, products, and
activities that require a high level of education, special skills, and
creativity ( ). As Davenport (200%)
put it, knowledge workers think for a living.

In the following section, | begin by presenting work from a histori-
cal point of view to more fully grasp several fundamental principles
in our understanding of the notion of work. Then, | present the
case study from which this article draws its arguments, followed
by a presentation of several key findings relevant to the research
questions asked in this article. | then discuss and compare the
two organizational models (the workplace and the distributed
network). | end the article with a discussion of the study limitations
and a call for further research.
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Work from a historical point of view

Before the rise of modernity, the economy was closely inter-
twined with the social relations of humans (Polan ). With
the Industrial Revolution and the increased production of goods,
independent craftsmen became wage workers. This shift allowed
capitalism to fully blossom ( 108). Capitalism is an economic
system in which capital assets are privately owned and goods and
services are produced for profitin a market economy ( ,

)98). The organization or the enterprise is a playerin a com-
petitive marketplace based on the logic of supply and demand. Such
external elements play a key role in how an organization'’s resources
are managed and organized internally ( ).

Weber (1971) used the bureaucratic model, with its characteristic
hierarchy and clear division of labor, as an example of the most
efficient and rational way to top-down organize human activity.
In this model, systematic processes and organized hierarchies are
necessary to maintain order, maximize efficiency, and eliminate
favoritism. Organizational models with different degrees of de-
centralization emerged in parallel with mass production (

2007), often in terms of Henry Ford's assembly-line thinking and
Taylor's classical experiments on employee motivation to increase
efficiency and productivity. Parallel to industrialization, work was
controlled and measured by the time spent performing work, re-
warded in terms of economic incentives, and supervised by man-
agement, with punch clocks registering and controlling employees’
work time. Work was, and still is, a formal contract between the
employee (the owner of the work capacity) and the employer
(the owner of the production tools). The relationship is based on
an economic exchange: work is a commodity exchanged for an
economic incentive, namely salary. The transaction between work
and capital relies on a foundation of manpower ( 1 2004).

However, Western society has undergone various changes over the
past hundred years, and fundamental institutional changes have been
taking place ( ). For example, the service
sector now generates more wealth than the manufacturing sector of
the economy ( ,)- In the knowledge economy, know!-
edge workers themselves have become the value (

Serhaug 2004).

The case study

The organization is a French listed medium-to-large multinational,
knowledge-intensive organization with approximately five thou-
sand consultants, with entities in more than twenty countries in
Europe, the Middle East, and North Africa. In this study, it is ano-
nymized as Tech Business Company (TBC). TBC operates where in-
formation communication technology and business intersect and
offers services spanning consultancy and technology with a shared
service portfolio. Having a shared service portfolio implies that the
different entities have specialized fields and domains of expertise
that would be relevant for other TBC professionals working in the
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Because of the Internet, globalization, and increasingly improved in-
formation systems, the world has become smaller and in many senses
more connected ( )92). In the past, work was less differenti-
ated; therefore, it was easier to know what people did simply because
there was less to know ( ).
Today, work is highly complex and invisible ( ).
With the division of labor, modern workers have become increasingly
specialized ( ), which raises the
question of how many other colleagues in the same organization it
would be relevant to collaborate with or assist via a collective internal
social media platform in the first place.

We are currently caught between different societal paradigms:
one based on a top-down, market-based, competition-oriented
logic and another based more on democratizing principles, mass
collaboration, and networked logics. Individuals participate in the
development of products and are responsible for much innovation
( ., and they collaborate through distributed com-
munities without economic motivation. Collaboration is a key ten-
dency of our time, yet the concept of work is still built on traditional
and individual principles. Employee work is still a formalized contract
between the employee and the employer, and work is still measured
by the clock and rewarded with money. Key performance indicators
are established to measure individual performance, and the punch
clock is still in use ( ,), despite recent studies showing that
increased innovation occurs when employees are empowered to
choose how to use their time ( ,), and despite the fact
that we have moved from working on time to online ( ).
Control systems are suggested by agency theory as a way to mini-
mize opportunism and create the most efficient contract between a
principal or employer and the agent or employee ( )89).
Similarly, transaction cost theory sees individuals and firms as ratio-
nal, from which arises the concept of opportunism: individuals act
to maximize self-interests ( )85). But when we look at
engagement and individuals' contributions in distributed networks,
the arguments of opportunism fall short. The nature of work has
changed ( ,), but the models for doing work (work
contract, time, money) have not.

other entities. For example, employees in Denmark working with
cloud computing topics, or the process of facilitating a large project
for the health industry, should be relevant for employees who are
working on similar projects but are located in different entities.
Thus, a company internal social platform could enable employees
to reach out to colleagues at other TBC entities who are working
on similar topics.

The sample in this study is composed of consultants who provide
the daily services that TBC capitalizes on. Consultants provide
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professional or expert advice based on their specialized field of
expertise and domain of competences. A typical work design
for consultants is a billable-hours model; the client pays for the
number of hours the consultant has spent working on client
matters ( .)- With this work design, a flexible work
context typically follows: the consultant is most often located at
the client's site when doing client work. A common pay model for
consultants is a mix of fixed pay and a bonus based on the degree
of billable hours the consultant has produced.

Implementation strategy

TBC introduced a global social enterprise platform (Jive Business
Software version 4.5.2) in 2010-2011 as a replacement for local
intranets and other local initiatives (e.g., Yammer). Jive Business
Software is one of the best-known players in social enterprise plat-
forms and was ranked as a leader in the business field by Gartner
( ). TBC's overall goal for introducing a social enterprise
platform was to better utilize the knowledge capital of TBC pro-
fessionals to “build professional networks, develop competence by
following others more skilled, finding out what others are doing
and not reinventing the wheel, having things you're working on
easy to find and share, easily work with colleagues in other busi-
ness units” (from TBC's implementation strategy).

The local entities introduced the platform differently. Although
some entities arranged courses and training, others sent only
log-in and password information to TBC professionals via email.
However, several employees reported that they did not have the
time to participate in their entity-arranged courses. The analysis
did not reveal a consistent pattern between course participation
and degree of social platform use. The consultants were encour-
aged to use the enterprise media platform, but no formal guide-
lines or requirements were set by the management for platform
use. All other existing computer systems (e.g., email, document
management systems) were fully available to the entities after the
enterprise media platform was launched.

The routines for becoming a platform member were via the IT
department in the parent company in France. The IT department
created the employee’s user profile and sent the log-in and pass-
word information to the employee via email. This sign-up process
is different from that of most social networking sites (e.g., Yammer,
LinkedIn, Facebook) in which the user is guided through an online
process and offered relevant suggestions by the platform (e.g.,
individuals and groups to follow, sign privacy consent).

The top management in the parent company actively used the
social platform and wrote blog posts in which they shared stra-
tegic company updates and insights into why the platform was
introduced. Community managers from the parent company were
actively present on the platform, providing help and tips on how
employees could get the most out of the tool. Human resources
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employees or others at the local entities had, to varying degrees,
a dedicated role to serve as community hosts for their local entity.
These individuals formed a “community-manager network” for
sharing insights and advice.

Research design

Because the overall goal is an in-depth understanding of how the
nature of work corresponds with the organization’s expectations of
introducing a social enterprise media platform, | chose a qualitative
methodological approach with the following research design:

Open-ended, in-depth interviews1 with twenty-seven knowl-
edge professionals from the UK, Denmark, Norway, and Morocco
were conducted in 20m. Eight of the participants (from Norway
and Morocco) were interviewed again in 2012 to control for time.

Ethnographic field studies (in Norway and Morocco, three
weeks each) and participatory observations (in Denmark
and the UK) were conducted in 201. The field studies in
Norway and Morocco were repeated in 2012 to see if there
had been any changes in employees’ platform use over time.

Key informant methodology was used as a tool for
obtaining information over time from individuals who
knew the community well ( ).

Social network data for the twenty-seven participants
were gathered at the end of the interview. The partici-
pants listed the colleagues they reach out to and who ap-
proaches them when they needed work-related assistance.
These offline network data were coded in the network tool
UCInet, and then analyzed and compared with their online
interactions in the organization's social enterprise platform
(particularly who they followed, which groups they were
members of, and who the other group members were).

To control for employees who did not use the enter-
prise platform due to low digital competence, a self-
report form based on the technology acceptance model
(TAM) criteria ( ) was handed out at the
beginning of the interview. Twenty-four of the twenty-
seven participants scored high on digital competence.

The organization’s strategy documents, implementation strat-
egy, and social enterprise platform were thoroughly analyzed.

| entered TBC before the platform was launched in 2010-201 (a
pilot was run in Norway in 2010). Because | had a password and
log-in details, | also had access to the platform when | was not in
the field settings. Thus, | followed the organization closely over three
years (2010-2013). | will now present some of the key findings that
are relevant to the two research questions asked in this article.

" Marika Luders did 9 of these 27 interviews. | interviewed em-
ployees from all the entities included in this study.
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Use of the social enterprise platform

Since individuals’ use of technology, and not technology itself,
can make social change ( )92), the logical first step
would be that employees take the social enterprise platform into
use. In this study, the social platform was used very little. Since
twenty-four of the twenty-seven participants scored high on
digital competence, the low use is likely not related to a lack of
digital competence. Out of the twenty-seven participants, fewer
than half used the platform regularly, and only half of such use was
done in a knowledge-sharing manner (i.e., active participants who
contributed content, such as by writing blog posts, commenting
on others’ posts or questions, and uploading documents). In the
follow-up studies one year later, during which eight of the par-
ticipants were re-interviewed, six of the eight used the platform
substantially less than they had the year before; two used it more.
The two who used it more used the platform as a closed space

to share documents that their team worked on. Many of the em-
ployees who contribute to the social enterprise platform are out-
going and constantly seek to extend their professional networks.
Not all perceive personal brand management as a motivation for
participation. Some perceive knowledge as a collective asset, not
something that belongs exclusively to individual employees, while
others contribute for altruistic reasons ( )

Interestingly, when employees were asked why they did not
use the platform, many listed several of the same reasons that
researchers on knowledge management systems in the 1980s
and 1990s found, particularly lack of time and relevance for work
(

2007).

Work is an individual contract and measured in money

Employees in this study work in a typical billable-hour structure,
although there are some variations. This structure implies that em-
ployees address several overlapping social structures, which many
considered challenging. As one Norwegian consultant explained,
“Consultants need to be schizophrenic. This means that, on one side,
you have to be full of empathy and be on your client’s side, and on
the other, keep your integrity.” The consultant said that although this
was a typical dimension of working as a consultant, it was frustrating:

I have a work contract with my TBC entity, but when I'm
working at the client’s site, | experience the same schizo-
phrenic situation in which I'm actually at the client's site, and
everything | do and the value | create is for the client. But the
billing of hours is in the other side [the TBC entity].

This is a situation that many of the consultants are not very com-
fortable with “I have a contract with [the TBC entity], but when I'm
at the customer’s site, | feel that | belong to the customer” as the
Norwegian consultant put it. All employees’ work hours are sold to
customers as well as rewarded and managed individually. The CV is
an important sales document for the manager in his or her process
of signing contracts with clients, but the CV is also important for the
employee, since it is a symbol of his or her skills that can be sold on
an hourly basis. Being up to date within one’s specialized field is thus
important to document:

The particular course | would like to go to is just basically the
latest version of the body of knowledge that I'm experiencing, so
it's something that would be good for my CV; it also looks good
when [TBC] is selling me to other organizations. (Man, 40+, UK)

The employee receives work assignments from and reports to his
or her manager. Thus, a central part of employees’ work design
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is structured around the contract between the employee and the
manager. The manager plays a facilitative role between the em-
ployee and the customer. Work skills are sold to the customer on
a quantitative basis of time and price. The time and price model is
mirrored in how the employees’ work is organized: billable, pro-
duced hours, and pay. Economic incentives trump keeping up to
date, sharing knowledge, and assisting coworkers in need of help,
as the following interview reveals:

Yeah, we have appraisals every year, and it's [training courses]
on the to-do list for my appraisal. But we are incentivized to
be fully utilized: if we get one hundred percent utilization, we
get a nice bonus at the end of the year. And every day you
work less than that, it counts off your bonus. And training isn't
a bonus, so there’s less incentive to do training because it will
count against you in a way. And it's something | want to do,
but it's not as high a priority as maximizing my bonus. If you
don't reach certain targets, you get no bonus at all. [The num-
ber of billable hours] is like minimum sixty or seventy percent a
month. Last year, | got eighty percent and got a nice bonus for
that, and I'm trying to do even better this year. ... But it means
that you're less likely to choose to go on a training course ...
Because | think people should be encouraged to go on training
courses. It's not a discouragement, but it's not as strong an
encouragement as the bonus. (Man, 40+, UK)

Ideally, the collective social platform should be experienced as a
shared workspace where employees can help each other. Instead,
when an employee in the UK was asked whether he believed it was
acceptable to spend time using the platform, the work time priori-
ty seemed clear: "No, at least not if you could have spent that hour
earning money instead.” On hectic workdays, individual drivers
triumph over collective priorities for many of the employees.
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Work is structured by the clock

According to Jemielniak (2009), time is used as a symbolic universal
currency and is the key to understanding several knowledge work
phenomena. For instance, employers' reign over time is an import-
ant driver for software engineers going independent (|

2009). In the future, work is expected to shift from permanent
employment toward contract-based, independent, and freelance
employment ( ). In this study, lack of
time was reported as a constant issue. Many said that the social
platform is just another object to track amid in an already hectic
workday. Some did not regard the platform as a tool that could
be of any help. Work is a calculation of minimum time spent and
maximum output produced, as one interviewee described:

But again, [the social enterprise platform is] one of those
things that's not part of what we're paid to do, and so I'll just
focus on what I need to get my work done. If we could be con-
vinced that it was gonna enable us to work even ten percent
more efficiently, maybe we'd sort of invest some time in it and
get it set up. (Man, 50+, UK)

In a social structure where time is a scarce resource and where
work is organized and measured by the clock, many perceived
using the enterprise platform for knowledge-sharing processes
(e.g., helping others who call out for help or sharing insights in blog
posts) as time-consuming. Established technologies (e.g., email,
telephone, file server) were preferred over the social platform. As
one male employee in Norway explained, “A lot of my work is, if

you like, driven by emails; | need to stay in touch and know that
| haven't missed something important.” Established technologies
are the most efficient way to support employees’ completion of
work tasks in the least amount of time possible. As one employee
indicated, directing a question to someone who the employee
knows will have the answer or who will guide the employee to
someone relevant is more efficient than asking the question in the
open platform, where the question needs a fuller description.

The employees also reported that they often work outside office
hours. As a female employee from Morocco explained, “We work
even on the weekend, we exchange emails on weekends, and we
use the phone daily.” Technology enables work processes to be
flexible (Kjaerul{f 2010). Smart technology and email synchronized
with employees’ smartphones have made it possible for many
consultants to work regardless of geographic or physical place.
The virtual office is everywhere, blurring distinctions between
work time and leisure time (

2013, ), and people often do more work
than what is stipulated in their work contract. For example, a
recent study found that respondents worked sixty-seven percent
more than the average forty-three-hour workweek, according to
the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, and forty-four percent more
than the approximately fifty-hour workweek, according to the
Center for Creative Leadership World Leadership Survey Report
( .). New technologies have challenged our established
notion of work.

Work is related to other individuals, local contexts, and computer systems

Many of the TBC professionals perceived the social enterprise
platform as time-consuming and not relevant to their own work.
Consultants explained that they chose to spend their work hours
on matters that benefit their own work. Interestingly, the anal-
ysis revealed that TBC professionals work in many different social
contexts such as at clients’ sites, at their main TBC location, from
home during the workday, and after work hours. Furthermore, TBC
consultants sit physically close to others who are important for the
work regardless of whether these others are TBC employees or not.
Having individuals with a shared and relevant specialization nearby
enabled employees to get fast replies in real time on questions
that cropped up during the workday. Working close to others was
not only useful and efficient, but also social. Through face-to-face
conversations, the employees shared insights and helped each other
with common work-related issues (e.g., a shared project). Thus, the
billable-hour structure seems to differentiate between collaborating
with coworkers or team members with a shared goal (e.g., finalize
a project) and assisting others who are not part of their everyday
work (e.g., sharing content or insights with others in the enterprise
platform, helping others who requested assistance in the enter-
prise platform). Such everyday offline work interactions were not
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considered “knowledge-sharing” by the consultants because these
interactions were essential to work. Complex knowledge work re-
quires a high degree of face-to-face interactions and conversations
( ).

When consultants work on client projects over long periods, they
typically receive a client email account and a laptop with relevant
client systems and applications for their work. Two young engi-
neers from Morocco, for example, were booked to their telecom
client from their first day at TBC. They were hired by the entity
solely because the client required radio engineers. The only time
they entered the TBC office was during the job interview and the
signing of their work contracts. At their telecom client's site, the
engineers worked with client-related tasks, worked on the client's
computer systems, used the client’s internal communication plat-
form to look for the necessary technical information, and worked
with other radio engineers employed at the telecom client. The
engineers explained that they were more easily reached via their
client email than the TBC email, since they used it securely during
their workday inside the client’s firewall. Thus, the computer
systems that the consultants use for work are often tied to the

From mass production to mass collaboration



N

NORDIC JOURNAL

of Science and Technology Studies

local context, regardless of whether they are at the TBC office
or at the client’s site. For many consultants, the social enterprise
platform is an isolated island outside their workday and is there-
fore a less relevant platform for the consultant's work purposes.
To work most efficiently, the consultants use different and rele-
vant computer systems. To make work processes as effective as

possible, software or technologies that save time and enhance
productivity are chosen over platforms that are time-consuming,
as many perceived the enterprise social media platform to be.

I will now discuss the main differences between the practices at
play in the organization and in distributed networks.

Distributed networks: social status, free will, and intrinsic motivation

The findings show a tendency for individual drivers and work
practices to triumph over collective priorities. Employees approach
other individuals and computer systems that will help them get
their own work done. How, then, can it be that individuals con-
tribute content to distributed networks (e.g., Wikipedia) in their
spare time without getting economic incentives in return? There
are two main differences between the workplace and distributed
networks: paychecks and traditional hierarchies.

Wikipedians do not receive a paycheck; their incentive structure is
related to the cycle of social status credits in the community (
). First, the credits are fundamentally linked to
an individual's ability to act in the community and effect change by
asserting claims. Second, a reward mechanism marks one's past
contributions. The notion of credits exists as a reward, and credibil-
ity empowers individuals in the community. Although none of the
articles in Wikipedia are signed, most have been edited humerous
times by numerous people, and explicit attribution seems impossi-
ble. However, Wikipedians recognize one another and often claim
ownership of articles. As one Wikipedian explained,

In some ways you get recognized, you get some respect, rec-
ognition from your fellow ... here's somebody who knows his
stuff, who writes good articles and so on and so forth, and you
feel happy when one of them puts a posting on your talk page.
( )

Another study ( 7) of motivational factors in Wikipedia
found that the most commonly cited motives were fun (enjoying the
activity), ideology (expressing support for the perceived underlying
ideology of the activity, such as the belief that knowledge should
be free), and values (expressing values connected with altruism and
helping others). Kelty ( ) found that although the IT program-
mers he studied spent much of their time downloading, hacking,
testing, installing, coding, discussing, and blogging about features
of interest to their community, they did not know each other in
person. Nevertheless, they had a particular form of social imaginary
of their own association. The motivational logic of distributed com-
munities is similar to that of a social group whose members share
common values, norms, and language. Group members who defy
the common rules are sanctioned by other group members. Social
norms play a significant role in violations on Wikipedia (e.g., deleting
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others' contributions) ( ).

What distinguishes an organization from a market is the hierar-
chy ( )). However, Wikipedia and other distributed
networks also have hierarchies, in which authority is held by indi-
viduals who have administrative roles in the community. Because
administrators are voted in, having high credibility in the commu-
nity is important. Administrative powers are held by some, and the
process of gaining administrative status is open to anyone who can
provide a compelling image of himself or herself. This brings asso-
ciations to the “big man” phenomenon in Melanesia and Polynesia
( 163). A big man is a highly influential individual in a tribe
but does not have formal tribal or other authority. Recognition is
gained through skilled persuasion and wisdom. Thus, leadership is
not ascribed, but gained through action and competition based on
personal status. These hierarchies are different from the one we
know from organizations in the working world.

Ostrom (1990), in her work on how to deal with the tragedy of
the commons, suggested several main principles to make collab-
oration beneficial to individuals. An example would be the water
on Madeira, a limited resource that is shared by farmers through
levadas or water canals. Each farmer waters his or her crop within
a specific amount of time before access to the water is blocked by
a rock and directed to the next farmer. The levada is kept clean
of leaves and sticks by levada hosts who also manage the water
direction. Thus, the hosts play an important role as facilitators of a
shared resource that is of equal importance for all farmers. In other
words, it is beneficial for all the farmers to collaborate and share.
Ostrom (1990) highlighted the importance of collective choice, par-
ticipation in decision-making processes, and collective sanctions
on those who violate the community rules. These principles are key
drivers in Wikipedia. However, TBC had community managers that
had dedicated roles to nurture employee participation. Yet, while
it is beneficial for the Madeira farmers to collaborate because of
the shared resource they all need, the enterprise media platform
does not necessarily provide benefits for the employees’ work.
On the contrary, the platform was considered time-consuming.
Others close to the employee or others who the employee knew
could help were approached rather than relaying these questions
or needs via a collective enterprise media platform.
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Discussion and conclusion

The abovementioned findings have provided insights into the
research questions posed in this article: What are the institution-
alized practices for work—in particular, knowledge work? How do
these practices correspond to the motivational logic at play in dis-
tributed networks? First, the nature of our notion of work is colored
by individual organization and measurement of time and money.
However, drivers at play in distributed networks are not measured
in terms of quantity but quality (e.g., good work, strong reputation,
high social status). Thus, individuals in distributed networks and
in organizations have very different reasons and motives for their
actions. Participation at Wikipedia is done voluntarily during free
time, with others who share a passion for knowledge as free, and
where one's social status is valued by other community members.
Intrinsic motivation plays a key role for participation in distrib-
uted networks. Employees in the workplace, on the other hand,
depend on economic exchange to make a living, and the work
contract is based on profit and productivity—institutionalized
practices that are characteristic of capitalistic paradigms derived
from industrialization. Our dependency on economic incentives
for living leads to inequality in authority and power distribution
between the employee and the employer and thus to hierarchi-
cal differences. Whereas hierarchies in the workplace operate to
control and manage the organizations’ internal resources with the
aim of sparking productivity and profit, hierarchies in distributed
networks are related to social status, and social norms play a sig-
nificant role in the distributed community.

Second, employees use technologies that make their work more
efficient. Calling or emailing others who can provide fast answers is
the most effective way of getting complex knowledge work done.
Sharing knowledge and assisting others via the enterprise platform
is considered by the knowledge professionals as a time-consuming
process. Help is provided much faster by directly asking others face
to face or via telephone and email than by asking questions on
company internal collective platforms. Employees are knowledge-
able agents ( )84); they choose problem-solving actions
that get the maximum work done in the minimum amount of time.

Thus, agency in the workplace and agency in distributed networks
are different, with different practices at play. Yet, collective and en-
gaging actions are expected from employees with the introduction
of social platforms. This expectation appears to be a logical con-
tradiction. To return to the Yir Yoronts as a metaphor, we cannot
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